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ABSTRACT
The purpose of this multiple case study was to understand how elementary school principals
make sense of moral character development in their schools. The theories that guided this study
were Weick’s sensemaking theory and Kohlberg’s moral development theory as it provided
explanations to principals’ sensemaking regarding the effectiveness of moral character
development implementation in elementary schools. The case studies, in one Midwestern school
district, examined ten school administrators’ sensemaking toward implementing essential and
effective moral character development programs in their schools. This study utilized a multiple
case design that was critical to theory, deviated from theoretical norms, and captured everyday
situations of four principals, five vice-principals, and one coordinator of guidance & character
education. Additionally, this study used multiple sources of data through open-ended interviews,
disciplinary reviews, lesson plans, policy pieces from the school’s Website, and recorded
observations for the purpose of triangulation. Trustworthiness was established through member
checks to ensure accuracy. The data analysis used in this study was organized and analyzed
through Yin’s four general strategies. The findings revealed the importance of navigating welldesigned school programs that promote positive student behaviors and aligning behavioral goals
to the school’s core values. Additionally, principals reported supporting their staff and students
by providing better quality moral character development programming that build student and
teacher leaders.
Keywords: multiple case study, qualitative research, elementary principals, character
education, moral character development, moral development, school programs
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION
Overview
This chapter provides background information for the research study on elementary
principals and their sensemaking of moral character development programs in schools. One
responsibility of school leaders in elementary schools is to implement programs that support
student learning, positive behaviors, and the development of character traits. School principals
have a heightened understanding of what programs are working or not working in their schools,
and whether these programs are worth the time and investment of resources. I will begin the
chapter by highlighting the transformation of moral character development within the historical
and social/theoretical context. Additionally, I will focus on understanding elementary principals’
perceptions about the effectiveness of moral character development programs in their schools.
Then, the chapter discusses the ambiguity without the need for implementing an effective
program and the effects moral character programs have on student misbehaviors in schools.
Next, this chapter discusses the purpose of the study and provides information for why studying
elementary principals’ sensemaking regarding moral character development programs in schools
was important. Lastly, this chapter concludes with the research questions and definitions of
relative terms to understand moral character development.
Background
In American schools, there continues to be an emphasis on character implementation
that focuses on helping students to develop more caring relationships (Lavy, 2020). Moral
character development programs include using various learning approaches to help young
students develop positive character traits such as responsibility, respect, integrity, kindness, and
perseverance. In recent decades, there has continuously been an increase in character education
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in United States (U.S.) schools due to the support of the United States Department of Elementary
and Secondary Education (USDESE) and funding from the federal government (Muttaqin et al.,
2018; Pattaro, 2016). Here, schools concentrated on the moral basics like responsibility, respect,
integrity, kindness, and perseverance. Although there are positive instances of schools that have
implemented effective moral character development programs, there is still a reluctance from
school principals. This reluctance is mostly likely due to principals expecting to implement
moral character development per the curriculum and supporting the overall design of the
classroom and environment for better character implementation (Hidayati et al., 2018).
Hartatri et al. (2020) explained that principals have introduced a variety of school
programs to help students think about improving their social skills. Many schools have integrated
moral character development programs over the past few decades, some of which have reduced
disruptive behavior and increased prosocial skills, school outcomes, and the social-emotional
functioning of students (Lavy, 2020). These ready-made programs such as Character
Plus/Character.org, Leader in Me, Positive Behavior Intervention Supports (PBIS) with an
emphasis in character development, and Character Counts, which are often referred to as
“canned programs,” by schools and principals, promote positive behaviors and help students
make better choices. Each of these programs teaches core values that pertain to the vision and
mission of the school. According to Dishon and Goodman (2017), families originally took on the
responsibility of educating children about morals and helping them improve their behaviors,
followed by help from the church and finally the schools. Many states department of education
require principals to incorporate and administer character-based programs and instruction to help
create a more positive school climate. In many instances, school districts hold principals
accountable for implementing these school programs.
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Historical Context
In 1836, the McGuffey Readers was a textbook that taught young students about the
letters of the alphabet, how to read, and emphasized the teachings of moral and character traits
like responsibility, respect, integrity, kindness, and perseverance (Dishon & Goodman, 2017).
Early schools used moral character development instruction as a curriculum guide to help
students become good citizens through moral lessons, character building, and civic education
(Peterson, 2020; Putra, 2019). Thus, during the Colonial Era, the King James Bible was central
to schools, and those moral foundations were taught during that time (Ford, 1899). In 1849,
Mann wrote that if young children experience “the elevating influences of good schools, the dark
host of private vices and public crimes, which now embitter domestic peace and stain the
civilization of the age, might, in 99 cases in every 100, be banished from the world” (p. 96).
Mann (1849) believed that through the teaching of moral and character education, students
would make better choices such as showing acts of kindness, which may lead to better behavior
in the classroom. For him, free public schools served an important moral and ethical function in
society so that students could learn the moral lessons needed to serve as contributing members of
society.
Even Abraham Lincoln wrote in his initial political message (dated March 9, 1832) about
moral education, stating that he desired “to see a time when education, and by its means,
morality, sobriety, enterprise and industry, shall become more common for schools to serve as a
public function” (Sangamo, 1832, p. 4). Here we see Lincoln connecting the dots from schools’
moral influence on students and their service to society as a whole. Eventually, during the early
twentieth century, the arrival and assimilation of immigrants in the U.S. necessitated curriculum
implementation and traditional approaches in schools that extended the teachings of moral
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character to students new to the nation (Dishon & Goodman, 2017; Nucci, 2019). During the
1900s, the social efficiency movement in education led to the assimilation of immigrant students
that came to the U.S. not only to learn the importance of speaking English but also to learn about
educational experiences related to character education in U.S schools (Cremin, 1955; Heidari et
al., 2016; Tahirsylaj, 2018). The diverse composition of the U.S. population in terms of national
origin, religion, socioeconomic status, race, and culture increased the likelihood of controversy
over the contents of character development programs (Dishon & Goodman, 2017; Gunawan,
2017; McClellan, 1999). The complexity of the problem was exacerbated because moral
character was taught historically from only the Puritan religious perspective (Banks & Obiakor,
2015; Wilson-Daily et al., 2018). Moreover, the earlier teachings in the 1600s to 1800s of moral
education had changed from explicitly teaching Puritan beliefs about values to schools avoiding
this later in 1945.
Due to students’ diverse backgrounds, school approaches used to avoid indoctrination or
obligations to teach moral character during 1945 and beyond, entrenched a relativistic
standpoint, which resulted in the growth in values clarification programs in schools (Lewis &
Ponzio, 2016; Wilson-Daily et al., 2018). Principals adopted programs that focused on values
clarification to avoid being accused of prioritizing specific student life experiences over others
(Lewis & Ponzio, 2016; Wilson-Daily et al., 2018). Alnashr and Suroso (2020) explained that
moral character development programs could become controversial because some cultures value
moral justification (i.e., justification of one’s actions or moral thinking), whereas U.S. societal
norms favor universal principles (i.e., benevolence, honesty, justice). Therefore, principals may
find their moral character programs less effective for students of different backgrounds and
cultures.



18


Social Context
Principal views on character development can be important for re-establishing ways
students can have more responsibility, respect, integrity, kindness, and perseverance in their
social environment (Muttaqin et al., 2018). However, growing American diversity means that the
understanding of morality and character and the programs that help develop students’ social
skills and character development may look different depending on who is defining moral
character. Historically, one common goal of schools was to cultivate intellectual and moral
students (McGrath, 2018), but today’s public schools serve a broad range of students from
different cultural and religious backgrounds that may or may not impact moral character
development curriculum to help deal with social-cultural matters (Muttaqin et al., 2018). The
conditions of these social-cultural problems such as a person’s social-emotional health may
prompt developmental patterns of disruptive behavioral experiences from students who live in
different social settings (Nucci, 2019; Park et al., 2017).
Therefore, principals’ responsibility for comprehensive character development programs
may depend on whether they perceive their programs promote and enhance positive character
values for all students. Principals that implement these programs in our democratic society might
find it challenging because of the difficulty in meeting the needs of students from different social
backgrounds, beliefs, and family living conditions (Mariane et al., 2015; Singh, 2019). In
addition to these difficulties, principals must also meet demands regarding character education
that come from state and national mandates (Mariane et al., 2015). Principals are responsible for
not only implementing school programs that develop character, but also that help students learn
how to problem-solve and encourage peer and social interaction (Saidek & Islami, 2016).
Furthermore, principals’ sensemaking in regards to character development may help them
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promote positive student relationships in their school (Hartati et al., 2020).
Theoretical Context
Studies on sensemaking have been multifaceted across different disciplines such as
teacher sensemaking, conceptual models of sensemaking, and accountability policies and highstakes accountability systems of sensemaking (Coburn, 2005; Hikida & Taylor, 2020; Prado
Tuma & Spillane, 2019). The sensemaking process consists of who understands the people
around us, along with understanding their experiences through sense and perception. However,
little attention has been paid to sensemaking and the perceptions of implementation of school
programs that teach about moral character development in this process.
Sensemaking theorists like Coburn (2005) and Spillane (2002) have argued that school
culture is an important component of understanding how stakeholders make sense of different
experiences in a school organization (Robertson & Richards, 2017). For example, these theorists
considered how the different ideas of culture helped individuals and groups of people make sense
of the information over time. Coburn (2005) examined principals in two California inner-city
elementary schools to see how teachers and their learning were influenced by the school’s
reading policy. In her research, she focused on principals’ understandings of what constituted a
good reading program for K-3 grade classrooms and how the leadership practices has shaped
teachers’ ideas (Coburn, 2005). The focus of principals’ understanding is particularly relevant to
my study.
In a Chicago study of principals’ reactions to an accountability policy, Spillane and his
colleagues (2002) relied on sensemaking and found that principals interpret and adapt policy that
is influenced by their preexisting understandings about shared perspectives both inside and
outside of schools. Principals in the study had to find balance between their own perceptions
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about school policy and their teachers’ perceptions. However, little is known about principal
sensemaking and their understanding of managing external stakeholders and school demands
(Prado Tuma & Spillane, 2019). Hikida and Taylor (2020) used sensemaking theory to show
how urban elementary teachers make sense of high-stakes accountability testing. Nevertheless,
this idea came from various understandings and difficulties with their work and by complying
with rigid policy mandates and directives. Hikida and Taylor (2020) found that teacher
sensemaking was guided by accepting administrative mandates and testing reviews. In brief, the
literature is intended to expand our understanding of educational leaders’ sensemaking of
accountability systems.
Lawrence Kohlberg (1971) is a second theorist chosen for this research study.
Specifically, Kohlberg focused on the moral development and education of students so that they
would examine their individual actions and the actions of others. Much of Kohlberg’s (1971)
work centers on moral reasoning and moral judgment in both children and adults. The concept of
this theory positioned itself with Piagetian stage theory, which led to Kohlberg’s interest in
morality and moral dilemmas. Through empirical research, Kohlberg’s ideas reject relativism
and provide an understanding of morality that helps children perceive reality (Arifin, 2019). For
this reason, it is crucial that morality be instilled in children at an early age (Masitah & Sitepu,
2021).
Within the context of these theories, studying principals’ sensemaking of moral
character development may help educators and principals become more aware of the impact
these programs may or may not make in their schools. Additionally, this may help principals
communicate with their school district regarding their concerns if they perceive they are not
positively affecting their schools and students. The current study aims to inform superintendents
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and policymakers about the effectiveness of moral character development programs.
Furthermore, the purpose of the study is to incorporate effective school programs that can help
make a difference by improving positive behaviors in the schools.
Situation to Self
I became interested in the moral character development of young children when I worked
as an early childhood educator. During my time as an early childhood educator, I witnessed
principals implementing moral character development programs in schools teaching young
children core values such as responsibility, respect, integrity, kindness, and perseverance. These
personal experiences directly motivated and influenced this research project. Many of the
character traits taught in schools were part of my upbringing and biblical principles growing up
in the church. Principals use these moral character principles as incentives and rewards when
students exhibit positive behaviors. Some schools teach moral character development principles
using a constructivist approach so that students learn core values (Lapsley, 2016).
The goal of the current study was to make sense of moral character development
programs and understand if these programs have a positive effect on students in schools by using
an ontological and constructivist perspective. Creswell and Poth (2018) describe ontological
assumptions as relating to the nature of multiple realities and better understanding individual
perspectives. In other words, this assumption describes the use of multiple forms of evidence
when analyzing the data through themes from different experiences. These experiences may help
individual participants as they voice their individual realities implementing moral character
development programs. Creswell and Poth (2018) define constructivism as individuals who seek
understanding of the world around them, the way they live, and their work experiences. That is,
carefully listening to what people say or choose to do in different settings.
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Problem Statement
The major problem with teaching moral character development in schools is the
principals’ sensemaking and ambiguity in implementing an effective program that develops
character and positive student behaviors. In many instances, principals are accountable for
implementing effective school programs that promote the moral and character development of
students in the school. Some states require school districts to implement programs that target
specific behaviors such as cheating and bullying. Studies show that bullying behaviors and other
social problems still exist despite the implementation of these programs (Alnashr & Suroso,
2020). Therefore, principals are determining which programs to choose and if moral character
development instruction is effective in decreasing the prevalence of bullying behaviors (Dishon
& Goodman, 2016). In fact, principals face many obstacles when deciding to implement
programs that teach students about character traits. Moreover, USDESE and society places the
responsibility on principals for implementing and public school educators for teaching morals,
but may fail to address issues of character development and negative behavioral problems
(Tutkun et al., 2017).
This study explores how principals make sense of implementing moral character
development and examines whether questions of moral character are effective in their school
programs. The extant literature includes a lack of reflection on moral character education
programs and on principal perceptions about the programs’ effectiveness in promoting positive
student behaviors. For this reason, it is critical to understand principals’ sensemaking toward
implementing school programs that teach students morality because principals are the most
powerful and influential people in the school (Jawas, 2017), and they make curricular decisions
which influence the success and failures of moral character in the school. Furthermore, it is
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important that school districts consider promoting character development programs that are
effective.
There are significant gaps in the current literature on principals’ sensemaking of
implementing moral character development. Hence, the need exists for a deeper understanding
regarding elementary principals’ sensemaking and the implementation of character development
programs. Further research is also needed to understand how elementary principals make sense
of school programs that instill and promote responsibility, respect, integrity, kindness, and
perseverance (Jeynes, 2019; Saidek et al., 2016). The problem is the uncertainty of moral
character development programs and their effectiveness.
Purpose Statement
The purpose of this multiple case study was to investigate elementary principals’
sensemaking towards the implementation of an effective moral character development program
in one Midwestern school district. At this stage in the research, Lewis and Ponzio (2016) defined
character education as specific programs principals implement in their schools to develop
character and values that promote responsibility, respect, integrity, kindness, and perseverance in
students. The theories guiding this study are sensemaking and moral development theories
(Kohlberg, 1971; Weick, 1995) as it provides explanations to principals’ sensemaking regarding
the effectiveness of moral character development implementation and the effect it has on positive
student behaviors in elementary schools. Research has shown that imparting moral character is
among the most important responsibility for school leadership and families in schools (Park,
2017). These responsibilities lie especially with the principal, who guides the design and
implementation of school programs.
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Significance of the Study
This study sought to add to the literature by making practical, empirical, and theoretical
contributions to school principals’ sensemaking about moral character development in
elementary schools. This study is important for the following reasons. First, this study could
benefit the Midwestern location in the general population it serves by helping elementary
principals improve character development programs implemented in their schools. Moreover,
this study could improve character development programs in surrounding school districts if the
results indicate the programs are effective. Then, this study is significant because principals are
the ones who will know firsthand if they have an impact on their practices and if their programs
are effective (Tschannen-Moran & Gareis, 2015). In addition, there are high expectations on
principals from communities, parents, district leaders, and teachers on program implementation
that may or may not be working effectively in schools (Tschannen-Moran & Gareis, 2015). The
number of office referrals they see, for example, is one way of observing whether school
programs are effective or ineffective (Banks & Obiakor, 2015). Moreover, research studies
reveal the effectiveness of moral character development programs when used to evaluate student
behaviors (McGrath, 2018).
Elementary schools are significant to the study because students who participate in moral
character development programs may develop positive character traits early on, which in turn
may prevent possible bullying and disrespectful behavior towards adults and peers (Shoshani &
Shwartz, 2018), as well as an overall shift in curriculum emphasis from the school. Thus, states’
departments of education expect principals to implement an effective character development
curriculum that enhances character traits such as responsibility, respect, integrity, kindness, and
perseverance in students. The many duties of principals and educators involve encouraging
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children to acquire moral judgment and provide a comprehensive approach to exhibiting
character traits (Lavy, 2020). Gunawan (2017) found that character education should be taught in
elementary schools as an early behavioral intervention method since this can leave positive
outcomes on children early on and later in life. Understanding morality is significant for
principals when shaping character traits, particularly for students in the earlier grades (Arizandy,
2020). Here, the research shows that the understanding of character education started early and
may require further explanation, investigation, and ultimately empirical work to reach a broader
audience (Turiel, 2018).
Last, this study is significant because few extant studies examine the elementary
principals’ sensemaking regarding moral character development programs in U.S. public
schools, particularly in elementary education. However, a significant amount of literature relates
to character education regarding virtuous character behaviors, cross-cultural investigations of
character education, and character educational learning materials (Ramos et al., 2019; Setiawan
& Aman, 2019; Sivo et al., 2017). Therefore, sensemaking and moral development theories can
apply to the literature about newer topics of moral character development. Theoretically, this
study sought to add depth to the literature on principal sensemaking and moral character
development. I extended the works of Wieck’s (1995) sensemaking theory in K-12 education and
Kohlberg’s (1971) moral development theory by examining elementary principals’ perceptions
and sensemaking of moral character development, and the influence school programs have on the
moral development of students in elementary schools.
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Research Questions
The research questions used to guide this study include:
Research Question One
How do elementary principals’ sensemaking of moral character development influence
how they perceive implementing morals, values, and virtues in schools? Arifin (2019) believes
character education is an approach based on virtues and promotes values and morals to students.
Research Question Two
What components of school programs do elementary principals identify as essential for
implementing effective moral character development in the school?
Research has shown that teaching students social skills and imparting the components of
morality and character are among the most important responsibilities for leaders (Nucci, 2017).
Research Question Three
How does the elementary principal make sense of their moral responsibility to implement
an effective moral character development program that promotes positive student behaviors?
Principals are responsible for overseeing character education instruction in their schools, and
principals must ensure that school programs are being implemented equitably (Muttaqin et al.,
2018).
Definitions
1. Character education - Character education is how people act after moral values (Alnashr
& Suroso, 2020). Character education is an attempt for schools to foster the development
of students’ psychological characteristics that motivate and support them both ethically
and socially in productive ways (Berkowitz et al., 2016). While these various definitions
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stress different aspects of character education, students’ development of moral values and
ethical behaviors are central to all.
2. Character - The skills, qualities, and dispositions people have to function well in their
community and society (Johnson et al., 2016). The word character refers to virtues or
traits such as respect, responsibility, trustworthiness, and fairness (Nucci, 2017).
3. Moral education - How principals and schools set rules and behavioral guidelines that
can help students distinguish between right and wrong choices (Alnashr & Suroso, 2020).
In the school setting, then, moral education is described as, what schools do to shape
students’ perspectives of what is right and wrong (Kohlberg, 1971), and addressing the
moral principles children may or may not be developing (Kohlberg & Hersh, 1977).
4. Moral - People that have the capacity and motivation to be socially responsible and do
what is ethically right (Berkowitz et al., 2016). The word moral refers to a person’s
particular values regarding what is right and what is wrong.
5. Values - A person’s behavior and attitudes towards good learning habits such as
truthfulness, bravery, goodness, persistence, self-control, reliability, reverence, discipline
(Jawas, 2017). Mu Ammaruret et al. (2020) believe a person can have positive and
negative attributes or moral values based on their personal life experiences.
Summary
Over the past decade, schools have used several strategies such as curriculum plans for
implementing moral character development, but there has been some overlap because of the
different methods and content. I sought to understand if principals believe moral character
development is effective in their schools since bullying and disruptive behaviors still exist. The
purpose of this study was to understand principals’ sensemaking towards moral character
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development in elementary schools. Principals have a responsibility to create an atmosphere that
encourages learning, socialization, and exhibiting character traits for students, teachers, families,
and community members (Ramos et al., 2019). Educational policies recognize the need for
integrating prosocial curricula with school-wide efforts in schools that create a conducive
environment for student socialization and exhibiting character building in young children
(Cohen, 2015; Gunawan, 2017). This chapter provided historical, social, and theoretical
background information about moral character development. Then, this chapter identified the
problem, purpose, and significance of studying principals and their views about moral character
development. Last, I developed research questions and defined key research terms relative to the
topic. This case study examined the sensemaking of elementary principals’ views regarding
moral character development programs in their schools.
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW
Overview
This review of literature explores principals’ sensemaking regarding the implementation
of moral character development programs for students in elementary schools. In this chapter, I
have discussed the existing literature that relates to the topic of moral character development.
The first section covers sensemaking theory and theories of moral development. The next section
provides a synthesis of related literature regarding principals in elementary schools, principals’
sensemaking, and teachers’ sensemaking toward moral character development. The chapter
contains a description of literature surrounding principal leadership practices, principals in
elementary, principal and teachers’ sensemaking toward moral character development, moral
character development, implementation, instructional models, and approaches to character
development and education. This literature review ends with a summary that will identify a gap
in the literature and purpose to explore the sensemaking of elementary principals regarding
moral character development.
Theoretical Framework
This study relies on the works of Weicks’ (1995) sensemaking theory and Kohlberg’s
(1971) theory of moral development. Weick (1995, 2006) uses his theory to understand
sensemaking in organizations, but I used Weick’s (1995) sensemaking theory to understand
elementary principals’ sensemaking of moral character development. There was a gap in the
literature regarding sensemaking theory and elementary principal leadership. However, drawing
on sociological and organizational theories of sensemaking (Weick, 1995) and moral
development theory (Kohlberg, 1971), this study was central to principals’ sensemaking
regarding an effective moral character development program and positive student behaviors.
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Kohlberg (1971) influenced the connections of morality and character from its start in primary
grades during this formation of moral development in schools. Inversely, Weick’s sensemaking
theory has a wide-ranging history in making sense of people and things in organizations
(Robertson & Richards, 2017). This study used Weick’s (1995) sensemaking theory and
Kohlberg’s (1971) theory of moral development to examine principals’ sensemaking when
implementing moral character development programs and when assessing their effectiveness.
Sensemaking Theory
I drew on Weick’s (1995) approach to sensemaking theory to understand how elementary
principals’ sensemaking influence how they perceive implementing morals, values, and virtues
in schools, how they identify components of moral character as essential, and make sense of their
moral responsibility to implement an effective moral character development program that
promotes positive student behaviors. According to Weick (1995), sensemaking is what people
learn through their lived experiences. The concept of sensemaking brings meaning to
individual’s stories and influences intuition (Weick et al., 2006). Weick believed individuals or
groups form personal realities through interpretations and interactions of others. Essentially,
Weick (1995) developed a theory on policy implementation from the research he began in the
field of business and from studying the experiences of people. According to Weick (1995),
sensemaking involves using past experiences to assess current situations.
Throughout the sensemaking process, the individual creates new information, decisions,
and understandings. Thus, there is much to understand about how people make sense of different
experiences or happenings within their place of employment, predictions, and the process of how
people organize their thoughts over continuous circumstances (Robertson & Richards, 2017).
Sensemaking, defined as meanings that transpire into one’s language, communication, and how
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people organize and make sense of misleading and retrospective situations, and interpretations
(Weick, 2006).
Sensemaking theory is an appropriate framework to use to help understand how
elementary principals, make sense of moral character development. Principal sensemaking
connects to the experiences of people, the school organization, and perceptions of the school
climate. Further, principals develop a sense of meaning as they implement programs based on the
needs of individual students. Sensemaking theory helps us understand how principals think and
understand character based on their personal beliefs and opinions and how they lead in their
schools. Nonetheless, there is little attention in the literature on elementary principals and
sensemaking of moral character development. Researchers specifically have not applied
sensemaking theory to understand elementary principals’ perceptions on the implementation of
moral character development. This theory applies to the study to understand principals’
sensemaking toward implementing moral character development programs in their school.
Langenberg and Wesseling (2016) identified a list of Weick’s approaches to thinking that
consists of a set of philosophical assumptions:


Our identity is central to sensemaking.



Plausibility is important when people come up with a reason for what they experienced.



Being retrospective of a process and one’s lived experiences



Enactment of one’s actions on how we respond to things in our environment



Sensemaking is a social process that helps us understand the people in our surroundings
and ourselves.



Sensemaking is an ongoing, continuous process where people are caught in the crossfire
of doing things.
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In addition, indications or cues help people make sense of previous experiences based on
one’s interests (Langenberg & Wesseling, 2016).
In sensemaking, the purpose is not merely to describe, but to understand how principals

consider what is important in choosing a moral character development program that reinforces
character traits such as responsibility, respect, integrity, kindness, and perseverance. These
assumptions operate as a guideline for investigating principals’ sensemaking regarding personal
feelings. Identity refers to the individual and who they are (Weick et al., 2005). People look back
at their lived experiences to examine individual actions and reflections (Weick, 1995).
Sensemaking involves discovery and enactment where people construct their environment
(Weick et al., 2005). The social process of sensemaking helps people understand what is going
on around them (Weick, 1995). This social interaction influences the environment and is
ongoing. Weick (1995) explained how people are always involved in the center of events.
Moreover, Langenberg and Wesseling (2016) explained when people begin to act; they generate
cues, which help them understand what needs explanation. Therefore, when principals base their
understanding on prior knowledge they may be able to identify an appropriate and effective
moral character program.
Kohlberg’s Theory on Moral Development
Moral development theory provided another lens to account for principals’ multiple
perspectives. Lawrence Kohlberg (1971), an American psychologist, cultivated a moral
development theory for a new kind of moral education. Kohlberg attempted to guide students
away from free choice and relativistic school models (Arifin, 2019). Kohlberg’s theory is
important for better understanding how and why children develop and make right or wrong
choices. Kohlberg (1971) emphasized that students’ behavioral patterns construct in
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developmental stages, and suggested that students with greater moral development skills have
increased abilities to encounter moral dilemmas, and provide a rationale for their moral
reasoning (i.e., social contract, universal human rights). One limitation to Kohlberg’s moral
development theory is some of his beliefs included gender-based differences in moral
development. Kohlberg (1971) believed there are differences between males where they valued
justice and consequences, whereas females were stuck at lower levels of development. Gilligan
(1982) critiqued Kohlberg’s work when he claimed females cared more for others and viewed
moral reasoning differently than males since they tended to value justice and females tended to
value ethics of care (Gilligan, 1982). I discovered the contrast between male and female voices
whose values differed by concepts of care and justice.
Aside from this criticism, Kohlberg (1971) urged educators to transform their schools
into communities that support students as they progress through moral stages. Kohlberg (1971)
thought that schools had a unique role in moral and character development and education that
was different from our culture/subculture. Kohlberg and Hersh (1977) affirmed that societal
problems, social interactions, and the environment are a direct result from universal patterns of
diverse moral judgement amongst different cultures.
The research showed how theoretical connections between character education and
development and moral development cultivated character development and promoted good
judgment (Arifin, 2019). Jeynes (2019) suggested when students are not showing acts of
kindness or respect, they may run the risk of bullying others, exhibiting violence, and even
harming themselves (Jeynes, 2019). Therefore, Dar (2015) and Masitah and Sitepu (2021)
believed that schools and parents have a significant duty to support children’s moral
development and are the force behind student academics and behavior at every stage of learning.
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While content area instruction (i.e., math, science, history, language arts) focused on learning
skills and subject knowledge, moral character development emphasized students’ character
building. Kohlberg’s (1971) theory of moral development has informed the literature on the
social and moral development of elementary children.
Kohlberg (1971) developed the notion of cognitive developmentalism, where children
develop moral reasoning and judgements through six moral stages and a multifaceted
developmental system (Nucci, 2017). For example, younger children judge their unexpected
behavior on the reaction of others. Kohlberg (1971) examined the moral stages of development
in young children, where the results indicated that profound areas of moral development and
principles influence the concept of fairness and justice. Based on Kohlberg’s theory, young
children develop in different stages of moral and intellectual development (Kohlberg & Hersh,
1977). Kohlberg and Hersh believed that students would examine their individual actions and the
actions of others through these stages.
The earlier stages of moral development theory focused on external provocations of
reward and punishment. Elementary educators often offer students incentives for exhibiting
positive character traits. Kohlberg’s (1971) later stages of moral development focused on justice
and ethics of right and wrong actions. These stages were important for determining young
children’s moral development. The stages of moral development fashioned by decisions of
actions, rules, authority, reasoning, laws, rights, and universal principles can help children act
morally. I reviewed moral development because Kohlberg believed that children respond to rules
depending on who uttered those rules. Furthermore, principals are the ones with the power to
enunciate the rules in their schools; therefore, students may react positively or negatively to the
principal’s rules.
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Related Literature
This section describes interrelated literature that represents and examines important
components of themes such as leadership practices in schools, elementary school principals,
principals’ sensemaking and attitudes toward moral character development and character
education, teacher sensemaking toward moral character development and education, moral
character principles, the implementation of moral character and instruction, and approaches to
moral character development and education. There is some literature on moral character
development, but little to no empirical research. There is also a gap in the literature surrounding
principal perceptions about implementing moral character development programs, despite many
principals supporting the practice (Ghamrawi et al., 2015). Consequently, there is a need for
more studies to show the influence of principals’ sensemaking and their understandings of moral
character development on such programming in the U.S. school system.
Principal Leadership Practices
Arguably, principals’ obligation to implement an effective moral character development
program is complex since they have specified their responsibility to implement an effective
moral character development program as integral and necessary in schools. The literature in this
section sheds light on the leadership practices used to develop character skills. Therefore, the
application of appropriate principal leadership practices used in school is necessary. Quin et al.
(2015) asserted that inspiration should re-invigorate the kind of character skills principals put
into their practice. Not only do instructional leaders influence the staff, educators, and students in
the schools, but they also must create a positive school environment for the success of student
learning and behaviors (Bellibas & Lui, 2018). Principals are able to develop a school climate
where they can provide best school practices for students (Ross & Cozzens, 2016) and effective
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moral character programs to support student learning and positive behaviors. The researchers
above have identified how every school has a unique culture that has certain values, beliefs, and
approaches that is a factor in the success or failure of students. Their argument concluded that
these leadership practices might help establish a more positive school culture and climate.
Cohen (2017) suggested that improving the school’s environment might lesson rates of
bullying behaviors and school dropouts. Much of what has been researched; character building
and improving the environment has led to more positive student outcomes. In other words, a
sustainable, positive school climate may help foster positive behaviors leading to fewer
disruptions and less bullying and ultimately contribute to a more satisfying life for students in
our schools and in our society to live a productive, contributive, and satisfying life in a democratic society (Alnashr & Suroso, 2020; Smit et al., 2016). This suggests that a positive school
climate has an important association with more positive school behaviors. As a result, the
school’s culture is beneficial for influencing leadership practices. Jawas (2017) studied the
influence of social and cultural factors on the leadership practices for improvements in six
private and public secondary schools and discovered school values, government regulations, and
economic issues were a reflection of these practices. Jawas went on to point out that school
principals attempted to instill character using universal values for every student in their schools.
School culture influenced the feelings and conduct of all members in the school (Samong
et al., 2016). Hence, principals play an important role in connecting culture into their school.
Accordingly, in many states, research claimed there is a growing demand for school leaders to
create school environments wherein students of all ages and certain geographic areas feel safe,
valued, and productive (Cohen, 2017; NSCC, 2015). Studies link a positive school climate to less
drug use, behavioral problems, and school absenteeism (Alnashr & Suroso, 2020; NCSS, 2015).
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Principals not only have a direct influence on creating a positive school climate and sustaining
the culture of the school, but they also have an influential role on the relationships among
students, teachers, staff, parents, and those in the community. Within school, and the community
in particular, Bellibas and Lui (2018) argued how leadership practices are the determinate of a
safe and positive school environment for students. This can be troubling for principals when they
do not have an oversight of directives set forth in their schools. Without supportive programs
needed to achieve a better school climate, it might be difficult for school leaders to accomplish
these goals without the implementation of character education.
Studies have also examined principal leadership practices and student academic
achievement. Bagwell (2019) conducted a study on the leadership practices of urban school
principals that assessed student academic achievement from a yearly state accountability
assessment and found that principals could improve their leadership practices by setting goals
that improve instruction, classroom monitoring, collaboration, and by supporting educators’
leadership development. Similarly, Quin et al. (2015) investigated principal leadership practices
and preparation programs that improved the school’s curriculum and the academic performance
of students. The study showed a range from 0.84 to 1.29 for the different leadership practices
between low and high-performing schools. Therefore, the findings from Bagwell (2019) and
Quin et al. (2015) indicated how principals could model clear expectations, a shared vision, risktaking, and use encouragement to enact positive change within their schools. The lessons learned
from both studies shows how imperative it is for principals to examine the mission and purpose
of their school’s leadership practices. Hence, these improvements may influence the leadership
practices on character building in schools. Principal leadership practices acts as an impetus when
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implementing quality character-building programming for students that can help improve
positive outcomes in schools.
Experts asserted there was an urgency to improve leadership and school-based practices
in the earlier grades with increased accountability for principals as they encourage student
learning, achievement, and positive behaviors (Abel et al., 2016). Effective best practices
strengthen and improve moral character development programs and instructional practices.
According to Tschannen-Moran and Gareis (2015), principal leadership can have an impact on
the school’s performance rather than directly influencing leadership practices. Moreover,
principals are responsible for the direction of implementing character development in schools
(Rizzo & Bajovic, 2016).
Principals in Elementary Schools
Principals who work in elementary schools are comprised of different roles as both
overseers of student learning and decision-makers of moral character development programs. In
his research, Suherman (2018) claimed that school leaders could achieve excellence in their
schools by employing programs that may lead to academic success and desirable behaviors.
Furthermore, Albrecht and Brunner (2019) and Suherman (2018) suggested that early
intervention in the elementary years could influence students’ classroom behaviors. For this
reason, the elementary grades and earlier may help principals to successfully reach a younger
generation of students and implement school programs that encourage moral character and
exhibit positive classroom behaviors. These early years when a student enters school are
important because, as Albrecht and Brunner (2019) suggested, if severe behavioral problems are
not addressed in young children, larger problems may arise and continuing problems often
develop, such as bullying behavior or dropping out of school. Marianne et al. (2015) agreed with
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Albrecht and Brunner on addressing bullying behaviors. Thus, more literature is needed to
suggest principals and their sensemaking regarding an effective moral character development
program that may also decrease school dropout rates and bullying behaviors.
Principals have multiple roles leading and implementing programs in their schools; some
major responsibilities include influencing staff professionalism, implementing and effectively
administering school programs, and bridging working relationships with families, teachers, staff
members, and students (Bellibas & Liu, 2018). Additionally, elementary principals are
responsible for student learning and the overall morale of the school. In fact, elementary
principals may provide self-sufficiency skills and a safe learning environment that may help
students be able to better adjust to society later in life and through the development of civic
engagement (Lin, 2015). Specifically, Dar (2015) stated that principals should be active
representatives that ensure healthy school programs are reaching the needs of their schools.
Being an active representative can be overwhelming for principals who oversee the teachers,
staff, students, and school programs. However, elementary principals must bridge the gap for
teaching moral character development to diverse, student populations.
Education in elementary schools is a unique period when students learn to care for and be
kind to their peers. Examining the distribution of leadership functions, the alignment of
curriculum for students in primary grades, and classroom activities for students in elementary
classrooms, Abel et al. (2016) found that the principal’s background, training, and experience in
education are important because they perceive “an ideal pedagogy across early childhood grade
levels” (p. 7). The researchers indicate the importance of principal qualifications in early
childhood and elementary schools. Thus, these qualifications include proper supervision,
character building, and better serving linguistically diverse students (Abel et al., 2016; Ross &
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Cozzens, 2016; Hvidston et al., 2018). Further, Bagwell (2019) suggested that principals are the
key players to the unifying personal character and academic achievement for diverse student. In
addition, Lewis and Ponzio (2016) agreed with Bagwell by adding other key players besides
schools to encourage academic lessons and character education. In terms of pedagogy, principals
believed this was significant in the earlier grade levels. Principals not only have a direct
influence on pedagogy in schools, but they also have influential roles on the relationships among
students, teachers, staff, parents, and those in the community (Tschannen-Moran & Gareis,
2015). Ultimately, the literature is clear that school principals can establish positive outlooks
toward successful student learning and developing moral character in students, particularly in the
elementary grades.
Principals’ Sensemaking Toward Moral Character Development
Researchers conducted much of the research surrounding elementary principals and their
profession internationally. Thus, the following research illustrates and explains principals’
sensemaking as essential to the literature since they decide how they will administer moral
character development programs. While some research-based rationale exists for moral character
development and education in schools (Anggraini & Kusniarti, 2016; Khoury, 2017), few studies
inquire into school principals’ sensemaking of moral character development and administering
values-based programs. Hvidston et al. (2018) researched one U.S elementary school, middle
school, and high school principals’ perceptions of character education for improving their
evaluation and supervision of being a principal and found that the learning environment and
design of the classroom is important to help achieve character value. Anggraini and Kusniarti’s
(2016) and Khoury’s (2017) study highlighted the importance of character education models,
design, and curricula that help shape students’ character development.
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International Research
There is evidence that moral character development is a component of the curriculum
outside the U.S., and few international studies that examine school leaders’ beliefs and
understandings about character education (Ghamrawi et al., 2015; Shahadan & Oliver, 2016). As
a result, these programs might look different in the U.S versus internationally. This section
includes international studies since the literature on U.S. character education and principals’
sensemaking is minimal. Additionally, this section includes international studies to examine
moral character and implementation in other school systems on what has been successful, and
how school leaders handle their roles and responsibilities for implementing and monitoring
moral character development programming. This insinuates a need for more evidence-based
research on school principals’ involvement in implementing moral character development in the
U.S.
Ghamrawi et al. (2015) examined a study on the perceptions and roles of Lebanese public
school leaders concerning an effective character education program. They argued how there is an
abundance of research that looks at the need for character education in schools because of rising
crime rates. In fact, one hundred and fifty-three public school principals completed a modified
survey from the eleven principles of character education. Ghamrawi et al. (2015) found that
student academic achievement and character education are of high priority to school leaders and
believe that assessment and the role of schools are to help encourage good character in students.
Conversely, Shahadan and Oliver (2016) conducted a study on principals’ perspectives and the
role in curriculum management and school principals’ knowledge in enhancing the effectiveness
of the school curriculum. They indicate how effective leadership develops an effective school
program, curriculum, mission and vision, and an overall strategic plan that promotes academic
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success and effectively manages the school’s curriculum. The shared findings between the two
studies indicate the importance of implementing moral character development and effective
school leadership in international school settings.
Conceptual Research
While the body of literature includes few empirical studies that investigate school
principals’ sensemaking on moral character development, some conceptual pieces address the
topic. I included conceptual pieces in this study since there is a lack of empirical research on the
prospective topic. These conceptual pieces may help strengthen the research on school
principals’ sensemaking on moral character development. The primary aim of school leaders is
to encourage good character through implementing programs perceived to be of high priority
(Mu’ammara & Sujinahb, 2020). Not only when principals encourage quality moral character
programs, Bellibas and Liu (2018) believed the perceived learning environment of the school
becomes a key factor in the perceptions and attitudes towards leadership styles and
implementation of important school programs. Ethical school leaders’ perceptions are
determined by others’ well-being, focus on care and support for others, demonstrate loyalty, and
exhibit a moral foundation (Fehr et al., 2015).
A conceptual piece examined the views of eight principals on the educational outcomes
for students and teachers regarding Intercultural Education in schools. Vassallo (2016) found that
principals need more awareness of intercultural education understanding the importance of
respect and caring attitudes, increased resources that reflect the specific needs of students, and
equity pedagogy. Besides, it is the caring attitudes and respect principals hope to understand
about the chosen character program in their school. The literature on school leadership shows
that principals play an essential role, and they have a professional responsibility to create a good
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environment that is conducive to students’ development of prosocial character traits and is
responsive to the perspectives of teachers (Bagwell, 2019; Bellibas & Liu, 2018).
Still, there are significant gaps in the literature on school leaders’ views regarding moral
character development and education in public schools (Khoury, 2017). Few studies have
examined principals’ roles in the implementation of elementary school programs that teach about
character traits, so that the information could be more helpful to district leaders as they
implement moral character development programs (Allen & Bull, 2018). There are some
philosophical and conceptual pieces of literature on moral character development and principals’
perceptions, but minimal empirical research. There is a need for more studies on the impact of
principals and their sensemaking of character education on such programming in the U.S.
Moreover, some behaviorists discount the relevance of this literature and neglect to research this
topic because the concepts of character education and moral character are too ambiguous
(Nugrahani, 2017).
Teacher Sensemaking Toward Moral Character Development
While there are a few research studies regarding school principals’ sensemaking on moral
character development, the literature on teacher views about character education exists. I drew a
connection from teachers’ perceptions in this section because, within this research, the literature
reviews what we can learn from studies on teachers and potentially extrapolate to infer
principals. The literature on teachers and their sensemaking may help establish a better
understanding regarding some principals’ perspectives, especially since principals are often
former teachers, and they are the individuals who are largely responsible for teaching it. Based
on the studies found, the principals’ attitudes and actions contribute to the overall success of the
program. Furthermore, teachers could influence principals’ views since they help cultivate the
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environment of the school (Bellibas & Liu, 2018; Samong et al., 2016). Therefore, teachers’
sensemaking matters since they have a duty to teach moral character curricula to students and
serving as their role models (Demirel et al., 2016).
International studies of teachers’ sensemaking of moral character in different disciplines
like theatre and across different levels of schooling were conducted in various countries such as
Turkey, Indonesia, Australia, and South Korea (Anggraini & Kusniarti, 2016; Chumdari et al,
2018; Demirel et al., 2016; Tutkun et al., 2017). In an international study of 60 primary teachers’
perceptions of character education in Turkey, Demirel et al. (2016) found that the majority of
teachers (58 out of 60) thought character education should be instilled in students and that
teachers viewed families as the most important deliverers of character education to their children.
Additionally, parents, teachers, and schools play a critical role in influencing students’ character
development. The findings here suggest how important it is for teachers to become positive role
models by guiding positive behaviors for students, and believe students who exhibit negative
character traits such as being disrespectful can change. Teachers in this study and in Turiel’s
(2018) research believed they could support students’ character development, but would not have
the same influence as parents. This study provides evidence that teachers view their roles as
character educators in schools as important, but that parents are more influential when it comes
to teaching positive character traits. The researchers also note, “Successful character education is
based on school, teacher, and parent collaboration” (Demirel et al., 2016, p. 16), and all of these
roles should have equal responsibilities and importance of taking part in character education.
Similarly, Tutkun et al. (2017) examined the perceptions of Turkish physical education
teachers (PE) on whether they could apply character education in PE lessons by student
interactions through sports activities. They found that because of the lack of character education
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practices and training among PE teachers, that teaching students certain character traits was not
as effective so suggested that PE teachers received their first training on character education, and
then the content on character education could be included in educational lessons. On the
contrary, non-PE teachers also lacked curriculum knowledge regarding character education and
had difficulties teaching the learning activities by the character education curriculum (Muttaqin
et al., 2018). The concept of classroom teachers versus PE teachers is detrimental because both
impart the value of student learning toward moral character.
There seems to be an interest among schools in developing character in students to help
them become better communicators and harmonious citizens (Tutkun et al., 2017). The literature
on teachers’ sensemaking provides evidence that they support moral character and the
development of positive character traits that are conducive to positive school classroom climates.
Additionally, the literature on teachers and their sensemaking may help establish a better
understanding regarding some principals’ perspectives, especially since principals are often
former teachers, and they are the individuals who are largely responsible for teaching it. Based
on the studies found, their attitudes and actions contribute to the overall success of the program.
Moral Character Development
Given this study’s interest in principals’ sensemaking on effective programming, it was
necessary to include an in-depth search of the literature regarding moral character development.
Moral character development remains an important foundation in U.S. schools and society. Thus,
principals aim to work towards having a repertoire of strategies for effectively implementing
moral character development programs. Research has shown that character development and the
supporting of student’s moral development is an essential part of education (Turiel, 2018). As
Martin Luther King Jr. said, “Intelligence plus character, that is the true aim of education” (as
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cited in Putra, 2019, p. 13). He also thought if the society was serious about character education,
people should look more closely at the social, political, and economic injustices that shape the
lives of many members in society (Nucci, 2017). School leaders who are serious about moral
character development can work towards addressing important components of the program or
framework that is specific to the needs of each student in their schools.
In a modern context, Hartati et al. (2020) and Suherman (2018) indicated that moral
character development involved the use of character education programs to help promote and
shape positive character traits and student behaviors. As a result, schools that have taught moral
character in the primary grades have higher academic student achievement (Sugiyo &
Purwastuti, 2017). However, not everyone is convinced that moral character development
programs work for students. Baharun (2017) perceived how teaching morality had little effect on
the character building of students and that the attention given to moral character had failed when
developing programs for students who have honorable character. For example, Baharun's (2017)
research showed only a small relationship between how students learned about character and
how they demonstrate those traits according to the principal’s expectations. The argument here is
that moral character development programs may have different outcomes for different
populations depending on environmental factors. In brief, the research shown on moral character
development programs suggested that although some researchers believed students’ behaviors
have improved, other studies suggested moral character development programs were
unsuccessful.
In recent decades despite some mixed evidence, there has continuously been an increase
in moral character development programs in U.S. schools due to the support of the U.S.
Department of Education, current educational policies, and funding from the federal government
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(Berkowitz et al., 2016, Pattaro, 2016). Furthermore, moral character development programs
seem to be evident largely in elementary schools (Muttaqin et al., 2018). The same is true, but to
a rather lower degree, for middle and junior high schools (Khoury, 2017; Jeynes, 2019).
Character is the primary mechanism through which educators can support students’ moral
development (Khoury, 2017). There are federal efforts, like the Safe and Supportive School
grant, to support statewide character education programs, and an increasing number of state
departments are focusing on similar school reform (Cohen, 2017; United States Department of
Education, 2016). The turn toward educational policies that support character education
programs and have passed legislation is partly due to growing evidence that analyzing and
supporting students’ moral judgment and reasoning may increase academic achievement,
improve student behavior, and promote children’s healthy moral and character development
(Albrecht & Brunner, 2019; Dishon & Goodman, 2017; Mariane et al., 2015).
Moral Character Principles
Essentially, principals have complex jobs when considering how they promote core
ethical values and comprehensive moral character principles that may or may not be effective in
their schools. The Character Education Partnership (CEP) established the eleven principles of
character education and development based on extensive research and best practices (Jeynes,
2019; Singh, 2019). These principles reflect core values taught from a constructivist pedagogical
method of learning (Lapsley, 2016). Berkowitz et al. (2016) pointed out how the first and most
important principle consists of core values connected to one’s virtues, social-emotional abilities,
and character traits. Further, Dishon and Goodman (2017) emphasized the four main components
of developing character by modeling, expounding, encouraging, and monitoring the behaviors
and attitudes school leaders and educators expect from students. Particularly, these effective
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school practices centered on the Eleven Principles of Effective Character to serve as a guide for
schools and other stakeholders to assess and design their character development programs. CEP
(2010) stated The Eleven Principles of Effective Education are:


The school encourages core ethical and helpful performance values as the
foundation of good character



The school defines character broadly to include thinking, feeling, and doing



The school uses a comprehensive, deliberate, and proactive approach to character
development



The school produces a caring community



The school provides students with opportunities for moral action



The school plans a meaningful and challenging academic curriculum that respects
all learners, develops their character, and helps them to succeed



The school promotes students’ self-motivation



The school engages staff members as a virtuous learning community that shares
responsibilities for character education and adheres to the same core values that
guide the teaching of students



The school adopts ethical and shared leadership and long-term support of the
character education initiative



The school employs community and family members as partners in the characterbuilding effort, And



The school assesses character and caring classrooms, staff operations as character
educators, and the extent to which good character is manifest in students (Singh,
2019)
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The purpose of character education principles is to instill positive character traits and
help guide schools towards integrating character development in students. These principles are
important when establishing core values and the mission and vision of schools. Malin et al.
(2017) examined the relationship between three different character traits that develop during the
early adolescent years. The three character traits of gratitude, grit, and compassion determine
how students can attain these character strengths through interpersonal exchanges with their
peers through kindness, sympathetic concerns, and perseverance. The findings conclude with
investigating various directions of character traits concerning interpreting character development.
Anggraini and Kusniarti (2016) demonstrated similar connections between interpersonal
exchanges of various stakeholders and strengthening character.
Restiyanti et al. (2017) stated that principals expected educators to use the schools for
familiarizing students with moral character development teaching purposes. However, due to
Americans viewing moral and character development as part of the responsibility of schools,
issues of right and wrong and morality or immorality continued to be an important aspect of the
teachings in public education (Heidari et al., 2016). Traditionally, schools aimed to provide
opportunities for students to develop critical thinking skills through moral character development
programs that focused on core ethical values. Moreover, studies suggested that schools play an
important role in teaching lessons of character to help students become decision-makers, build
their social skills, and display more prosocial behaviors (Cohen, 2017; Restiyanti et al., 2017).
When schools integrate moral character principles, it helps form personality and character
among students (Samong et al., 2016) and critical thinking skills that strengthen character and
literacy instruction (Novitasari et al., 2019). The researchers here conducted a quantitative study
on character education through the growth of school culture in elementary schools and found
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how school culture has an important impact on character education practices. The results,
showing the highest score of 9.13 proved that the relationships amongst the school principal,
educators, students, and staff members are comparatively high. In fact, primary findings showed
that the development of moral character and a school’s culture develops student success in
elementary school.
Schools believe that moral character principles are important because of the correlation
between comprehensive character education and positive outcomes for students (Marini, 2017).
In this view, researchers have established positive correlations between moral and character
development and student outcomes such as fewer discipline problems, lower dropout rates, and
higher achievement levels (Khoury, 2017; Tutkun et al., 2017). Some studies have found that
moral character principles result in fewer discipline-related incidents and more caring individuals
(Demirel et al., 2016; Khoury, 2017). And although there are positive outcomes from schools
that have employed effective moral character development principles, there is still a reluctance
from principals to accept character development and education due to the time demands of the
curriculum and teachers who are unsure about their obligation to teach ethical issues (Ghamrawi
et al., 2015).
Implementation of Moral Character Development
Principals are responsible for overseeing the implementation of moral character
development in schools (Quin et al., 2015), and they do so in part because of their choice of
school programs and how they implement them. Jeynes (2019) asserted that in general, program
implementation was an important concept for principals since they implemented and promoted
programs that underlined character development. Further, principals can adapt to the wants and
needs of state standards, while also implementing quality school programs that foster positive
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character building (Ross & Cozzens, 2016). However, if students are to succeed, principals must
equip their schools with appropriate character development and behavioral programs.
Specifically, several studies characterized character-building programs such as
Citizenship Education and Positive Behavioral Intervention Supports (PBIS) as the primary
mechanism through which educators could support students’ moral and behavioral development
and the reasoning of why many schools implement these programs (Albrecht & Brunner, 2019;
Khoury, 2017). Perhaps the most important challenge to implementing moral character
development programs were mandates from state educational policies and compliance with
district planning, where some district policies combated this by providing a basis for learning
and helping students develop both socially and academically (Allen & Bull, 2018). When
schools implement moral character development, students may develop strong character traits as
they get older (Anggraini & Kusniarti, 2016). Anggraini and Kusniarti (2016) also claimed that
schools are about not only teaching students what is right and wrong but also helping students
fully comprehend through strengthening character adjustments. As a result, it was the impact that
implementing moral character development had on students’ character development and
behaviors (Jeynes, 2019).
Jeynes (2019) examined the connection between character education and student
behavioral outcomes and achievement and found a large relationship between character
education and student behavior over academics. Moreover, the effectiveness of administering
character development programs may have varied depending on the type of program
implemented by the school administration or district. Zurqoni et al. (2018) examined evaluation
models used to measure a successful character education program that made a change in
students’ lives. The findings in this qualitative study showed how character education and
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character-building incentives, such as rewards, could have a positive impact on developing
character in students. The study relates to this topic because it discusses the contributing factors
that may help principals understand the effectiveness of moral character development models.
Likewise, Suherman’s (2018) study showed positive behaviors among students when
implementing character education values, particularly in their physical education classrooms.
Moral character development programs continue to evolve when implemented properly,
and this may provide positive character traits needed for elementary students. In a more recent
inquiry into school principals’ and various stakeholders’ perceptions of character education in
the school, Khoury (2017) examined the importance of implementing character education during
elementary school as students move to middle school. A case study method was used to identify
principals and educators’ views of the effectiveness of a moral character development program
in one U.S. National School of Character (NSOC) school. Similar to Khoury, Abel et al. (2016)
found that leadership training was important in schools, particularly in early childhood. The
leadership training includes building a community of care, integration in the school curriculum,
character-related training, and professional development (Khoury, 2017). In fact, Hvidston and
Holmes (2018) believed K-12 principals needed professional development to help them cultivate
as leaders, stay present on best practices, and involve the community.
While some elements of community involvement and best practices were crucial to
professional development, these elements and best practices should entail effective moral
character development implementation. Khoury (2017) suggested that the implementation of
moral character development in middle school was scarce, whereas character education at the
elementary level was more common. There was no mention of the location of the study, which
would have helped compare character education programming in different educational settings
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(e.g., rural/urban, populations of different SES, small/large schools, etc.); further, the study
included a very small sample of only two school principals.
An exploration of the literature on moral character development implementation
indicated there was a profound need for effective programs that the research could support to
show important outcomes (Anggraini & Kusniarti, 2016; Tutkun et al., 2017). Furthermore,
principals who infuse moral character development education within their curricula often seek
support from outside stakeholders. However, Hidayati et al. (2018) suggested that when
principals receive support from families and community members, this improves the quality of
student learning and forms children’s character. Whereas, Muttaqin et al. (2018) stated how
character-building activities have been effective for improving the integrity of students.
Muttaqin et al. (2018) believed character-building activities were an integral part of education
through moral character development reinforcements in schools based on religion and
nationalism. However, their study showed that school members did not fully implement
character education in their school. The research on moral character development
implementation indicated how the key to better understanding today’s moral character
development in schools was to look at principals who oversaw implementation, the instruction
of the programs, and the impact it may have had or not on students.
Instructional Models of Moral Character
Many researchers have examined various instructional models particularly of moral
character development curricula and programs taught in schools (Albrecht & Brunner, 2019;
Novitasari et al., 2019). These topic-based programs are important to discuss since legislation
and some state laws mandate schools to incorporate character traits in their standard curriculum.
Pattaro (2016) describes character education models and international research on the
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relationships between religious and secular characteristics, and moral issues with learning about
instruction. Some principals implementing curriculum models and moral character development
may show a distinct interest in the international literature of both character and moral education
outcomes. Moreover, Pattaro (2016) wanted to know if moral character development was
effective and if it delivered direct content instruction to help build student relationships and
behaviors. There was certain learning objectives intended for schools that taught moral
character education or development. Chumdari et al. (2018) believed moral and character
development at the primary and elementary levels was important to promote certain values that
would support positive character traits in students.
These value-based lessons taught students about the development of character and social
and emotional skills. Safitri et al. (2019) investigated ways to strengthen elementary students’
social skills through various thematic learning activities utilizing character education. The
results from Safitri et al. (2019) showed how the strengthening of character education reflected
in the special stages and planned activities, and the evaluation assessment showed the spiritual
and social attitudes of student success. Similarly, an investigation of differing thematic school
instruction on character education in 253 primary schools showed a mean score with a control
and experimental group of 83, 3.28, and 3.48, which implied appropriate lesson plans toward
character education (Chumdari et al., 2018).
These scores meant that integrated learning models provided positive influences to
achievement, learning outcomes, and behavioral change. When instructional models of moral
character development and character education programs carry out appropriately, it provides
opportunities for students to express themselves by showing positive character traits. Even
though schools taught certain character traits, some researchers argued the true character and
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identity of students came from God (Safitri et al., 2019).
2013 Curriculum
The 2013 Curriculum is a thematic learning tool used to assess student achievement,
behaviors, and attitudes (Novitasari et al., 2019) regarding moral character in students. The
literature on the 2013 curriculum was necessary for researching literacy materials to make this
assessment tool more effective because of instructional demands in schools (Nugrahani, 2017).
Nugrahani (2017) studied film and literature-based materials supported by character education in
one Indonesian high school and found that the curriculum model improved student learning and
behavioral outcomes while supporting and encouraging more positive character traits and good
personality traits during this developmental process. As a result, Nugrahani (2017) emphasized
the importance when developing students with strong character traits while helping them perform
at their greatest potential along with achieving higher-level thinking skills. Interestingly, the
particular research is a case study that focused on character education and literacy culture at one
elementary school.
Although few studies have investigated the 2013 curriculum, the literature suggested how
critical thinking skills helped build a culture of literacy curriculum mainly because of the 2013
curriculum. Novitasari et al. (2019) further explained the implementation of the 2013 curriculum,
which included strengthening character education and literacy instruction. A study conducted by
Siregar et al. (2018) examined the effects of character building in elementary schools and they
found that self-regulation and emotional intelligence both had a positive influence on students’
character building when using the 2013 Curriculum. Therefore, from these combined studies, the
2013 curriculum taught students how to act positively in social situations, build character
through self-regulation and emotional intelligence, and have supportive elements of learning
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materials that were composed of character values in schools (Novitasari et al., 2019; Nugrahani,
2017; Siregar et al., 2018).
Language Learning Curriculum
Similar to the teachings of religion in U.S. Christian schools, learning about religion was
pivotal in the Indonesian school curriculum regarding principals implementing moral character
development for young children. Through language learning, especially in the Indonesian
language, young children learned good character. Isdaryani et al. (2018) indicated how in the
field of learning curriculum that character education focused on two main areas of character
building such as civics and religion. Rasna and Tantra (2017) argued that the reconstruction of
learning materials in the curriculum national language of Indonesia was of prime importance for
character education. They explored enculturation learned through the Indonesian language as it
related to character education and found themes such as self, hobby, activity, family, healthy
environment, pets, clean, and natural incidents that were appropriately implemented for students
in the elementary grades. Furthermore, the studies concluded that shaping character through
learning the curriculum was effective in Indonesia elementary schools (Baharun, 2017; Maksum,
2019).
Marini (2017) stated the importance of character development integrated within the
curriculum and not taught as a separate subject or program. Similarly, Shinta et al. (2018)
believed that character education curriculum in Indonesian schools must involve all components
of character, including education, curriculum content, assessments, subjects, and curricular
activities for all students. The language-learning model seemed to work for schools located in
Indonesia. For instance, a study that developed a character education model in Indonesia found
that many values in their country were preserved rituals and their content focused on students’
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inner values (Sugiyo & Purwastuti, 2017). However, the researchers felt that the study needed
further research to understand the role of character development.
Positive Behavior Intervention Support (PBIS)
There seemed to be a limited amount of research that directly connects moral character
development to student behaviors. Positive Behavioral Intervention Support (PBIS) programs is
a behavioral intervention program with character that includes a behavior management system to
encourage more positive student behaviors (U.S. Department of Education, 2016) and promote
core values such as safety, respect, and responsibility (Albrecht & Brunner, 2019). Albrecht and
Brunner (2019) examined PBIS and its impact on student learning in one Midwest elementary
school and found a decline in the number of disciplinary referrals and in-school and out-ofschool suspensions. Additionally, Albrecht and Brunner (2019) showed how PBIS along with
other programs focused on moral character development and the social-emotional development
of students. They saw PBIS as a school program that taught about morals and character because
students candidly learned about positive behaviors, and the program was aimed at helping
students make better moral judgments (Albrecht &Brunner, 2019; Freeman et al., 2015).
PBIS programs are one way to address the socio-behavioral needs of students, and they
provide and support students with a cooperative procedure to help form the learning
environment, and thereby nurture students’ growth in academics as well as social development
(Malloy et al., 2018). The results of PBIS programs were encouraging. For instance, a school of
about 324 students, located in a large metropolitan school district implemented School-wide
Positive Behavior Intervention Support (SW-PBIS) after trying out other school programs and
found that linking PBIS and student cultures enhanced more positive behaviors (Banks &
Obiakor, 2015). However, the researchers claimed that PBIS programs needed to be more
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proactive and support a more culturally diverse climate that was conducive to all students. Still,
the study showed that PBIS helped create accountability and support for more positive behaviors
in the classroom.
Like many other U.S. schools, schools in the study dealt with a lack of positive character
traits among its students, as well as countless behavior problems that affected the classrooms.
After implementing PBIS, some improvements included fewer instances of bullying and
aggression among certain groups of students. Another study examined PBIS implementation in
883 high schools across 37 states on the effectiveness for improving student behavior,
attendance, and academic outcomes (Freeman et al., 2015). The results from the study showed
positive outcomes when implementing PBIS with fidelity. It was concerning that many school
programs were not implemented with fidelity.
Leader in Me
Leader in Me, from Stephen Covey’s (1989) book Seven Habits of Highly Effective
People, is a program that addresses student behaviors and teaches social and emotional skills
through pathways for learning good habits associated with moral character. The connection of
this school program to moral character development is its focus on characteristics such as
forgiveness and justice. What makes this program different from other school programs is that it
also nurtures student leadership skills. Several school districts nationwide have implemented
Leader in Me program. In the book, Covey (1989) described seven habits-the activities
repeatedly done in the same manner, day after day-of successful people. Our character, Covey
(1989) claimed, is a composite of our habits. Humphries et al. (2015) studied elementary
educator perceptions on the relationships between the Leader in Me program and school
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discipline referrals. They found that teachers perceived their character program reduced student
discipline referrals when fully implementing the Leader in Me program.
The moral of the program was that students could be willing to change their destructive
habits. Individual students just need to discover and examine their bad habits and replace them
with these seven habits. Still, the Leader in Me program had challenges. A nationwide survey of
669 K-12 principals regarding their perspectives on the Leader in Me program and how it
compared to other school programs showed that the program did not reduce classroom
disruption, absenteeism, a lack of student motivation, and classroom engagement (Education
Direction, 2016). However, the study revealed that 99% of principals believed that Covey’s
(1989) habits/skills were equally as important as student academic skills. In reviewing the
literature on school programs that connected to the characteristics and teachings of moral
character education, they are all school programs to help foster the character development of
students regardless of the different labels or theoretical justifications (Berkowitz et al., 2016).
Moral Character Approaches
A thorough review of the literature described specific approaches vital for principals as
they implemented effective moral character development programs. Singh (2019) described this
approach as systemic, comprehensive, and planned for teaching moral values through the various
lens and there are many views on using different approaches to moral character development.
Schools in the U.S., internationally incorporated morals and values, and integrated moral
character development through various learning-based models and approaches to character
development (Hasnidar & Elihami, 2019). Therefore, school principals are contributors to the
planning and development of various approaches to moral character development.
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These types of approaches have been an integral part of schools as ways to promote
character traits and social/moral development of students. Additionally, moral character
development approaches are ways school officials can determine the program’s success and
build positive character among students. Heidari et al. (2016) claimed that school authorities
could teach moral and character development both theoretically and practically in their schools.
The literature describes several approaches to moral character development such as a traditional
approach, cognitive-developmental approach, citizenship/civic education approach, wholeschool approach, or a social-emotional learning (SEL) approach.
Traditional Approach
The traditional approach to teaching and implementing moral character meant creating
good habits through formal instruction to increase students’ chances of good behaviors and
conduct (Heidara et al., 2016). On the contrary, moral character development programs took a
more didactic approach to student behaviors by focusing on student’s moral development and
teaching more about universal values. Later educators taught moral and character development in
more direct and systematic ways by reintroducing traditional values to reduce antisocial
behaviors among students (Dishon & Goodman, 2017). Heidara et al. (2016) studied various
character education approaches that would identify an appropriate method for applying that
specific approach. They found that the traditional approach to character education increases
habitual moral acts and better conduct among students. However, traditional approaches to moral
character were problematic because of the imposition of Protestant religious values (McClellan,
1999). The Protestant’s ardent focus on moral character education was grounded in their belief
that without a commitment to teaching morals their children would drift away from their
Protestant Christian values and faith.
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In light of this perspective, the teaching of morals continued to be standard and prevalent,
following Protestant teachings on moral and early character education, with civic virtues taught
to students through curriculum textbooks ((Dishon & Goodman, 2017; Khoury, 2017). While
some organizations focus on character building such as performance-based traits, other
organizations emphasize a more traditional approach to building character such as fairness,
trustworthiness, responsibility, and perseverance (Singh, 2019). Seemingly, schools have
integrated the traditional approach through various school models and programs that focus on
virtues and character traits (Dishon & Goodman, 2017).
Cognitive-Developmental Approach
The second approach described by Kohlberg (1971) used a cognitive-developmental
approach to moral development that helped children make sense of their personal experiences
and taught them what was just and fair. There are five reinforcing constructs when applying the
cognitive-developmental approach to moral character. Although these constructs are dated back
to the 1970s, they seem to be relevant today. Thus, according to Kohlberg and Hersh (1977), the
five reinforcing constructs are cooperative learning, social skills activities, behavioral guidance,
and values that teach students how to care for others through school lessons and activities.
Teaching these skills imparted in students’ academic success and character formation (Chumdari
et al., 2018). These skills are important for elementary principals as they implement a school
program that promotes an effective approach to moral character development.
Two studies, both international, examined the cognitive-developmental approach to
teaching moral character and social skills. Hakum (2018) studied the cognitive developmental
stages of moral development in Indonesian elementary schools and found how upper elementary
students understand moral dilemmas when presented in classroom subjects. Findings from a
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different study resulted in students learning better critical thinking skills, problem-solving skills,
and other cognitive methods when dealing with social issues (Heidara et al., 2016). These
research studies show that younger students can learn the necessary skills that will help them
learn how to cooperate with their peers and learn about fairness.
Citizenship and Civic Education Approach
The citizenship education approach was relatable to moral character development
because it taught young children core values such as responsibility, respect, integrity, kindness,
and perseverance (Lin, 2015; Park, 2017). This approach has many forms for the task of
integrating values with citizenship education to encourage students to become more proactive in
being representative of their respective countries (Pattaro, 2016). Conversely, to the notion of
representing respective countries, Lin (2015) argued in general how children in primary grades
may have benefited from the teachings of civic and character education because of particular
core values taught in schools. The results from Lin’s study showed how character programs
helped students develop civic education, and promoted ethical values. Novianti (2017) reported
how university settings were equally important to K-12 schooling when teaching character
education. Therefore, students could learn from character development at all levels of education.
Experts of moral and character development indicated how continuous civic education could be
effective in forming character and the moral development of students (Bischoff, 2016). In the
study by Heidari et al. (2016), civic education offers students the skills, virtues, civility, respect,
and assurance they will need to participate in democratic life.
John Dewey (1916), an influential philosopher in education, believed democracy began
in the classroom and saw moral and character education as essential in promoting democratic
values among all members of society (Heidari et al., 2016). Due to Dewey’s influence, schools
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were encouraged to implement and teach character traits in schools for students to assume civic
responsibility and developing the whole person (Restiyanti et al., 2017). Moreover, Dewey
believed students would assume civic responsibility by including the virtues they saw as
appropriate. Enlightenment thinkers such as Locke and Rousseau promoted active citizenship
(Nazar, 2021). Their ideas crept into the school’s curriculum in the 18th century as the society
viewed citizens’ democratic values and actions as essential to a free society (Khoury, 2017;
Nazar, 2021). The infusion of Enlightenment ideals into the public school curriculum marked a
shift from traditional religious education. It emphasized the ways that moral character
development and education reflected changing societal values.
Whole School Approach
Within many public school programs, school leaders embed moral and character
development programs in the hidden curricula around lessons and values programs taught
unintentionally (NSCC, 2015). As a result, effective moral character development programs were
one component of a comprehensive or inclusive approach to having quality programs that may
increase desirable student behavior (Demirel et al., 2016). Unlike other moral character
development approaches, schools strived to develop the whole child. In this manner, Mariani et
al. (2015) suggested incorporating programs in schools that fostered teaching students to their
fullest potential and addressing the whole child. One meta-analysis research study examined
interventions on the development of the social and emotional learning of 496, 299 students using
the whole school approach (Goldberg et al., 2019). They found how all of the school
interventions provided instructional handbooks, teacher training, and increased adjustment of
social and behavioral adjustments in students. However, student performance and academic
achievement was significantly low when using a whole school approach. Despite low student
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performances, Goldberg et al. (2019) discussed the importance of implementing and embracing
character and social skill development to support the wellbeing of students using a whole school
approach. Hence, this signals the urgency to research more ideas of moral character approaches,
methods, and recent studies on this approach (Heidari et al., 2016).
Social-Emotional Learning (SEL) Approach
The Social Emotional Learning (SEL) approach entails the management of emotions and
having a caring relationship with other peers. The unanimity of pedagogical knowledge specific
to moral development requires best practices for teaching and cultivating caring classrooms,
character building, and social-emotional skills in students (Lapsley, 2016). Having good
character improves student academic achievement (Zurqoni et al., 2018). That is, positive
character traits not only can improve a student’s social skills, but it can improve their academic
skills. Studies have been interested in finding a relationship between moral character
development programs, social-emotional skills, and academic achievements among students
(Zurqoni et al., 2018). A study by Heidari et al. (2016) revealed how social-emotional learning
can significantly affect all of the different aspects of children’s development such as wellbeing,
moral development, citizenship, academic achievement, and motivation. Moreover, they stated if
character education became successful through social-emotional learning, this could result in
having a more caring community in schools. Cohen (2017) reported four out of five educators
preferred greater support teaching SEL programs in their schools.
In short, principals are in a particularly advantageous position to evaluate programs’
efficacy and approaches to moral character development programs because they can see firsthand
whether they are incorporating values that meet the needs of every student. There is some
evidence in the literature to suggest that a majority of school principals and teachers support a
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comprehensive approach to character development, but relatively little information pertained to
school principal’s sensemaking on how to implement and monitor ways moral character
development programming is incorporated into the classrooms (Demirel et al., 2016; Saidek &
Islami, 2016). Over the past decade, school leaders have taken several approaches to moral
character development programs, but there was little consensus on effective practices for
implementing programs.

PRINCIPALS
School leaders determine
the moral direction of
right and wrong
behaviors in the school

PERCEPTIONS
IMPLEMENTATION
OF SCHOOL
PROGRAMS
Choosing the right
presentation of the
right program

MORAL
CHARACTER
DEVELOPMENT
Respectful, honest, and
proactive students that
are foundational for a
healthy society

Leadership perceives
the needs of the
program (What are
principals thinking
about, creating a certain
climate, socializing
students to certain
character traits)

SENSE MAKING
Understanding
(thought process)
principals' sensemaking
toward moral character
development

Figure 1. Concept map. This figure represents principals’ sensemaking towards the
implementation of school programs that teach about moral character development.
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Summary
This chapter reviewed the literature by investigating Weick’s (1995) sensemaking theory
and Kohlberg’s (1971) theory of moral development. The theoretical foundation of sensemaking
developed an understanding of elementary school principals’ sensemaking regarding moral
character development. What was learned about principals was how they influenced teachers,
parents, and stakeholders as they implemented moral character development programs. Then,
this chapter provided information on moral character development programming by explaining
core values such as respect and fairness incorporated in elementary schools. Lastly, researchers
explored the principals’ perceptions regarding the implementation of moral character
development and education in schools (Ghamrawi et al., 2015). However, minimal research has
investigated if states allowed local school districts to choose which character traits teachers
taught and how states monitored the implementation and success of moral character development
programs (Demirel et al., 2016). This chapter also investigated and attempted to fill an important
gap in the literature.
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODS
Overview
This study utilized a multiple case design to investigate principals’ sensemaking in
implementing moral character development programs and initiatives in one school district. This
chapter gives a brief description of the research design, research questions, followed by the
research setting, participants, procedures, and the researcher’s role. Then, this chapter discusses
data collection and data analysis procedures in detail. In addition, this chapter includes sections
on trustworthiness and ethical considerations.
Design
This multiple case study examined principals, vice-principals, and one Coordinator of
Guidance & CEs’ sensemaking and how they make explicit meanings of character development
programs. Researchers have described qualitative research as a way to investigate the research
questions and understand the research problem from the perspective of persons, populations, or
events involved (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Merriam, 2009). Using qualitative research for this
study can help obtain specific information about the values, social context (Kalu & Bwalya,
2017; Gammelgaard, 2017), and principals’ perceptions regarding moral character development
programs. Qualitative research is suitable for this study to help understand real-world cases and
important conditions pertinent to the case (Gaya & Smith, 2016; Yin, 2018).
I selected a case study instead of other designs because Yin (2018) focuses on qualitative
methods, meaning making, and evidence of the case. Case studies are appropriate for this topic
because of understanding everyday cases and by assuming this understanding is likely to contain
significant situations relevant to the case (Yin, 2018). A case study is appropriate when
considering literal and theoretical replications (Yin, 2018). That is, a selection of two or more
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cases with exemplary outcomes conducted on a case-by-case basis. The researcher can conduct
multiple experiments and study the cases at two points in time (Yin, 2014). I was able to conduct
the interviews and observations at two points over time. A case study works when a researcher
has little or no control over behavioral events, and the focus of the study is a temporary and
complex phenomenon (Bhatta, 2018). However, Gustafsson (2017) explains when doing a case
study that there are no guarantees for rich theoretical insights.
Several methodologists are known for their expertise using multiple and single case
studies. Several to name are Merriam (2009), Stake (1995), and Yin (2018). Merriam (2009)
defines a case study as an “in-depth description and analysis of a bounded system” (p. 40). In
contrast, Yin (2018) defines a case study as a way to investigate a contemporary phenomenology
or the case in its real-world context, especially when the boundaries between phenomenon and
context may not be evident. I have chosen to use Yin to guide the development of this study.
Thus, I chose a transcendental approach and sought to identify ethos among principals who have
implemented moral character development programs. Stake (1995) coined the term instrumental
case study recognizing which particular case the researcher seeks to understand and to gain
greater insight into an issue. The study’s research questions should guide the instrumental case
study (Stake, 1995). I chose to study multiple cases to compare similarities and differences
within and between cases.
Additionally, I explored the cases individually and across cases at four of the sties and
ways it represented an in-depth understanding of principals and their sensemaking of that
particular program. Based on the research questions, I examined principals, vice-principals, and
one Coordinator of Guidance & CEs’ sensemaking towards character development programs and
asked “how,” “what,” and “why” questions (Haven & Van Grootel, 2019; Lucas et al., 2018).
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This helped me answer the research questions as it pertained to how principals described moral
character development and if they believed that their program was effective in their school. I
interpreted the findings based on specifying participant information.
Research Questions
This case study examines the following research questions:
Research Question One
How do elementary principals perceive moral character development and the influence it
has on morals, values, and virtues in schools?
Research Question Two
What components of school programs do elementary principals identify as essential for
implementing effective moral character development in the school?
Research Question Three
How does the elementary principal make sense of their moral responsibility to implement
an effective moral character development program that promotes positive student behaviors?
Setting
I conducted research in four specific public elementary schools in one school district
located in a Midwestern metropolitan region in the United States (U.S). The location covers the
western portion of a county that serves eight nearby municipalities. Information from the
district’s website shows 28 total schools that include one early childhood building, eighteen
elementary schools, five middle schools, five high schools, and one alternative high school. The
primary reason for choosing this district as the research context was that this school district has a
reputation for implementing character traits programming that may have helped understand
principals and their sensemaking at greater lengths. The varying school sites in this study were
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important to get different perspectives and representations of how participants made sense of
moral character development in their school district. The rationale for choosing elementary
schools as the setting in this district is because these participants have experience implementing
character development programs, and this helped me make sense of their meanings and varying
lived experiences and realities (Hughes & McDonagh, 2017) that principals bring to the
implementation of moral character development programs in that particular school district.
While I could have chosen to study principals in more than one district or in a rural
district, instead, I chose to study multiple cases in one district, because of the topic, context, and
unique case regarding different opinions principals may have regarding moral character
development in one geographic area. I carefully selected school settings based on several criteria.
The first criteria included elementary schools since I am studying educational leadership in the
earlier grades. The literature explained how the elementary and early childhood years were
important for formulating moral development and character education in schools (Hartati et al.,
2020). Secondly, I selected schools based on their uniqueness of implementing effective
character education programs and the teachings of best practices through character development
instruction at these elementary schools. According to CEP, three out of four of these elementary
schools were recognized as national schools of character. The study took place virtually with
principals seated in their school office and some at their home setting. The names of the schools
identified in this study are pseudonyms used to protect their privacy.
Harding Elementary
Harding Elementary School is a public elementary school that traces back to history as
being one of the first one-room cabin school. Harding Elementary is located in the Midwest and
has an enrollment of 371 students in Kindergarten through 5th grade. The school has 13% of
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students who receive free or reduced lunch. Harding Elementary School implements the Leader
in Me program and they emphasize character education, equity, and social emotional health in
their school. Harding Elementary has a strong commitment on student leadership and building
responsible and respectful learners and received recognition for their work from a character
education organization.
Kingdom Elementary
Kingdom Elementary School is a public elementary school located in the Midwest and
has an enrollment of 375 students in kindergarten through 5th grade and of various diverse
cultures. Kingdom Elementary implements the Leader in Me behavioral expectations that
encourages students to become accomplished citizens. The school has 40% of low-income and
underserved students while 69% of all other students are academically progressing. Kingdom
Elementary emphasizes opportunities for students to highlight their leadership abilities at school.
Omega Herring Elementary
Omega Herring Elementary School is a public elementary school that upholds core values
in the areas of respect, caring, responsibility, perseverance, and integrity and models these core
practices daily. Omega Herring has an enrollment of 500 students serving students in
Kindergarten through 5th grade. The student population consists of 53% of male students with
47% made up of female students. As of 2022, Omega has proud traditions of student success,
noteworthy family and community involvement, and recognizes the whole child. Omega has
received recognition in 2020 for their work from a character education organization.
Strand Lussier Elementary
Strand Lussier Elementary School is a public elementary school located in a large suburb
in the Midwest and consists of both primary and elementary buildings. Strand Lussier has an
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enrollment of 674 students in pre-kindergarten through 5th grade with 70.5 % of those students
enrolled as minority students. All of the full-time teachers are certified educators. Strand Lussier
implements character education initiatives and abide by an animal code that promotes caring,
respectful, and responsible learners who show acts of kindness.
Participants
I used purposeful sampling by identifying participants who helped me understand their
sensemaking of character development programs. Creswell and Poth (2018) and Stake (1995)
define purposeful sampling as the intent and involvement of several individuals, persons,
programs, events, or activities. I chose the current district as my purposeful sample (Creswell,
2014), because of the district’s reputations and unique perspectives (Stake, 1995) using character
education principles, and because I wanted the participants to represent different school
backgrounds and demographics in the same district to provide a wider range of data, and to show
different opinions. I asked elementary principals who were willing to participate in the study
because of the amount of sampling that determined familiarity with my research and because I
wanted to secure purposeful sampling of different participants while allowing for an in-depth
study of each one (Ridder, 2017). The demographic of the school district consists of 17,137
students enrolled as of 2021.
My criterion for selecting participants in the multiple case studies was elementary
principals, assigned to the same metropolitan neighboring schools in one district. I identified
elementary principals who have worked in the schools for at least one full academic school year.
The rationale for studying elementary principals was because they were the ones who
implemented and oversaw moral character development in these schools. In addition, I wanted to
study elementary principals because of their roles in helping young students attain positive
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character traits and social skills (Restiyanti et al., 2017). Additionally, I searched for principals
who have spent some time at the schools implementing character development.
In terms of sample size, I conducted interviews with ten school administrators (four
principals, five vice-principals, and one guidance of CE) that participated in this study.
Regarding sample size, data saturation was more important about depth than numbers, and there
were no guarantees that this study would reach data saturation (Lowe et al., 2018). However, the
actual number of participants depended on who was willing to share their experiences using
moral character implementation. For instance, if I interviewed less than ten elementary
principals, I would have needed to gather enough information to saturate the data (Creswell &
Poth, 2018) which may have involved more interviews at other elementary schools. The
participants did not suggest other key leaders as other sources of evidence, so I did not have to
determine their selection of programs. Ghaljaie et al. (2017) defined snowball sampling as a
convenient method of recruitment to access subjects with an objective in mind. In an attempt to
enact snowball sampling (Ghaljaie et al., 2017), I asked principals if they knew other principals
or vice-principals that were willing to share their sensemaking of moral character development
programs. Although unsuccessful, I was still able to connect with participants I tried to contact
beforehand. Further, I did not have to increase the number of participants through data saturation
because I was able to see emergence of similar themes that did not make the information
unnecessary (Bree & Gallagher, 2016).
Procedures
I submitted an application to the Institutional Review Board (IRB) at Liberty University
and waited for approval to conduct this study. While waiting for IRB approval, I contacted a
superintendent and asked for permission to conduct my research study at the school district. I
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was approved a month later. After I received IRB approval, I conducted a pilot study with one
early childhood principal and one elementary principal who were not part of the study. The
results from the pilot study revealed moral character development programs were effective when
using behavioral goals. Additionally, there were reduced numbers in behaviors starting with 700
instances of violent behaviors at the start of the school year down to 48 discipline referrals. The
pilot study gave me an opportunity to cultivate my interview skills. Immediately after conducting
the pilot study, I purposefully selected participants to email that were willing to participate in this
study. I chose a district that implemented character development in their public elementary
schools.
This study utilized three kinds of data collection such as open-ended interviews,
observations, and relevant documents. Yin (2018) suggested using multiple forms of data
collection for triangulation. First, I emailed participants a recruitment letter via email and the
consent form. The information in the email and attachment explained the purpose and details of
the study and reminded participants how their names would remain anonymous and how they
were free to withdraw from the study at any time (Haines, 2017). When I did not hear back from
principals in a timely manner, I contacted the sites inquiring if participants had received their
emails. I was informed that the recruitment emails were sent to their Spam folders so I left
messages with the participant secretaries to have participants check their spam folders.
Once the principals responded and agreed to participate in this study, I scheduled a time
that was convenient for them to interview. During the interviews, I informed participants that the
interview would be recorded via Zoom but I assured confidentiality. The video recordings
provided a more accurate rendition of the interview as compared to taking notes (Creswell &
Poth, 2018). After interviewing and recording the participants, I had to contact IRB about
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modifying my study to include observations. After receiving approval, I asked principals if they
could set up a virtual observation or send me a recording. I was able to observe the sites through
virtual recordings.
Observational evidence provided useful information and added additional evidence about
a topic being studied (Creswell & Poth, 2018). I received electronic documents shortly after
interviewing the principals. Additionally, I reviewed discipline reviews from all four schools and
lesson plans regarding their moral character development programs. The video recordings were
automatically transcribed during the Zoom interviews. Several of the principals and viceprincipals reviewed the transcripts for accuracy. Ultimately, I analyzed the multiple sources of
data noticing patterns and themes across multiple cases (Saldana, 2013). This provided insights
into the elementary principals and vice-principals’ views toward implementing moral character
development programs in their schools.
The Researcher's Role
The researcher is the one who collects data, interviews participants, examines documents,
and observes behaviors (Creswell, 2014). Therefore, I served as the human instrument during the
data collection process. I did not report to any of the elementary buildings where I interviewed,
observed, and collected documents from the participants. Lincoln and Guba (1985) insisted that
when researchers conduct qualitative studies, they serve as the human instrument. Moreover, as
the human instrument, I was aware of existing biases such as personal values and beliefs that
may have influenced my study, and understood potential issues of internal validity, including
selection bias when choosing participants to study (Westreich et al., 2018). As a researcher
working in a school district, I was careful not to make philosophical assumptions or biases about
the schools or participants studied, or allowed any assumptions to influence how I viewed the
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data (Ridder, 2017). I carefully listened to participants during the interviews, so that I did not
develop any biases (McGrath et al., 2019). Yin (2018) posited the importance of using case study
designs to verify biases before the denial of findings. My role as a researcher was to collect data
and I chose multiple cases where I gained access and made sense of all the data.
Data Collection
The forms of qualitative data collection I engaged in were from three different sources
that included interviews, the collection of relevant documents, and site observations.
Additionally, I took notes throughout the data collection process for organization, categorization,
and availability for later use. This provided enough evidence to triangulate the various kinds of
collection and allowed for a rigorous approach to analyzing the data (Ghafouri, 2016). I
examined the case in-depth with careful attention to the contexts of each school administrator at
each school. Since case studies were bound by time and activity, I collected detailed information
using three sources of data collection to ensure this study remains reasonable in scope (Stake,
1995).
Interviews
I used open-ended interviews as the main source of data collection (Patton, 2002) to gain
insights into the participants’ experiences. Interviews were an essential source for conducting
interviews and were unstructured in qualitative research (Miles & Huberman, 1994; Yin, 2018). I
conducted the interviews virtually ranging from 19 to 44 minutes. This time range helped me
gain greater perspectives from the participants. I did not want the participants to feel as though
they had to filter information or feel intimidated by my presence so I tried to make the
atmosphere as pleasant as possible. At the participants’ convenience, the interviews occurred in
the early morning before school, in the afternoon, and some occurred after school. I gathered as
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much information from the interviews as possible from a single sitting. There were no lingering
questions after the interviews, so I did not have to do any follow-up visits.
The Zoom interviews were recorded to provide more accuracy than solely taking written
notes. I had to keep in mind; however, that the participants could refuse being video recorded,
and if they felt uncomfortable, I would need to take other measures. However, none of the
participants declined the video recordings and did not seem distracted, so I did not have to turn
the recordings off. Moreover, the school administrators reviewed and returned the transcripts so
that the information was indeed accurate (Archibald et al., 2019). Specifically, seven participants
verified the information for accuracy.
I developed an interview protocol with a list of twelve questions and spaces for taking
notes on key information from the participants. Merriam (2009) and Yin (2018) suggested not
only having an interview protocol but also being cognizant of asking good questions. The
literature review and research questions were used to develop the interview protocol.
Standardized Open-Ended Interview Questions

1. How would you define moral character development?
2. How important are school programs that teach about moral character?
3. Tell me about the school program you are currently implementing.
4. How do you perceive the program you have implemented?
5. Should schools be responsible for teaching moral character to their students? Please
explain your reasoning?
6. Do you think that there is a proper emphasis placed on moral character development in
contrast to that of standard subjects, and why or why not?
7. What connections do you see between moral character development and behavioral
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issues you are currently observing?
8. What components of your school program do you view as essential?
9. What components of moral character do you see as missing in your school program?
10. What components do you see as underemphasized in your school program?
11. How important is your role as an elementary principal in implementing these types of
school programs?
12. What do you perceive that can be done to create better school programs that teach about
moral character development?
The purpose of questions one through three was to provide terminology and a general
understanding of personal experiences on the importance of school programs that teach about
values. Schools must carry out the mission and formation of character building (Wuryani et al.,
2018). Questions four through six provided the sensemaking of principals regarding program
implementation, responsibility, and emphasis on character development in schools. One of the
missions of school leaders’ was to understand the issues teachers, staff, and students face in
schools (Smit & Scherman, 2016). Teachers faced several issues teaching character to students
including teaching methods and classroom management techniques through the investigation of
qualitative case studies (Arseven, 2018). Question number seven provided an understanding of
the connections between character traits and if it affected student behaviors. Building character
can encourage interpersonal behaviors (Hartati et al., 2020) Questions eight through ten provided
insights into components of character as essential, underemphasized, or missing in school
programs.
Restiyante et al. (2017) stated that a healthy learning environment shapes positive
character for schools that emphasize values. Question 11 provided important roles principals saw
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themselves implementing character development programs in schools. Question 12 provided an
understanding of ways principals could better advocate for character development programs.
Further, the development of textbooks and learning materials could influence character education
in schools and was a way principals could advocate for character building in schools (Wuryani et
al., 2018).
Documents
The second form of data collection was relevant school documents that were pertinent to
this study. The selection of documents used in case studies were an important source of detailed
evidence when carefully used, to corroborate and augment the correct evidence (Yin, 2018). I
analyzed two sets of documents along with supplementary documents. The first set of
documentation consisted of lesson plans about moral character. The second set of documents
encompassed disciplinary reviews. The principals did not provide student disciplinary records.
Other documents reviewed were parent handouts and behavior expectations as supplementary
data pertaining to principal sensemaking and expectations on the implementation of their
character development program. According to Creswell and Poth (2018), supplementary
information allows the researcher to maintain relevant sources of information. These documents
symbolized one source of evidence for the verification of data.
Observations
The third form of data collection was observations. I observed the sites from virtual
recordings to understand the cases’ context and the phenomenon of moral character development
programs or instructional evidence (Alpi & Evans, 2019; Morgan et al., 2017). Moreover,
observational evidence provided additional information to understand principals’ and their
sensemaking regarding implementing moral character development in their schools. In addition,
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this helped with understanding concrete practices of curriculum and school programs. I
originally developed an observation protocol to use as a guide when observing the sites in
person. However, I still used the protocol but only included the setting, location, purpose, and
length of the recordings.
I observed the teachings of character principles through virtual recordings of direct
instruction in the classroom, and through implicit interactions and spaces within the building that
helped to answer the research questions. I noted character traits such as responsibility, respect,
integrity, kindness, and perseverance as evidence regarding the implementation of moral
character development programs. These observations added new dimensions to the phenomenon
being studied (Yin, 2018), and I triangulated multiple sources of the data (Creswell, 2014).
I took descriptive and reflective notes that yielded rich explanations (Creswell, 2014;
Ebneyamini et al., 2018), and jotted down records and reflected on what was observed in the
recordings that represented character traits. In addition, I observed posters, bulletin boards, charts
in the school’s hallway, principal’s office, and other pertinent areas in the school, that provided a
sense of the connection to moral character development and areas of importance to the principal.
Data Analysis
Data analysis involved how one made sense and meaning of the data (Stake, 1995; Yin,
2018). Additionally, using qualitative data analysis involved transcribing and coding the
information gathered during the interviews, documents, and notes from the observations (Lester
et al., 2020; Saldana, 2013). I connected the information to the theoretical framework, Weick’s
(1995) sensemaking theory and Kohlberg’s (1971) moral development theory, to get a sense of
the principals and their sensemaking towards character development programs. In the data
analysis process, I checked for accuracy by using triangulation and looked for patterns, and
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developing themes from the interviews, relevant documents, and notes from the school
observations, and I used these data sources to help answer the research questions.
The first step to data analysis was coding inductively from the data. Saldana (2013) described
coding in qualitative research as assigning a salient word to data items that come from interview
transcripts, observations, notes, documents, videos, photos, or artifacts. I used open coding to
analyze the data both individually and across cases from the text to develop categories from the
open codes (Creswell & Poth, 2018).
I utilized the following steps from Yin (2018) to guide this study. Yin has four general
strategies for analysis, which consisted of relying on theoretical propositions, working the data
from the ground up, and going through the data relying on ideas of grounded theory, developing
a case description, and examining plausible rival explanations. When relying on theoretical
propositions, I followed the theoretical propositions that led to this multiple case study. The next
step was to understand how some parts of the data suggested useful ideas. In the third step, I
organized the case rendering to the descriptive framework. If I was having challenges, I relied on
theoretical propositions to work on the data from the ground up to develop a case description. I
used the fourth step by utilizing the previous three steps. By examining plausible rival
explanations, I found that the initial first step did not include conflicting hypotheses and that the
second step and third steps produced a rival inductive framework and involved alternative
descriptions of the case.
Additionally, Yin’s (2018) techniques used to overcome criticism of validity included
pattern matching used to compare empirical and predictable patterns from the findings,
explanation building to analyze and explain the data before the case, time-series analysis that
was useful to track changes over time, and logic models consist of matching practical
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observations to hypothetical predictions. This helped to maintain the integrity of the case by
comparing or combining any within-in-case patterns across the case.
I found ways to organize the data by gathering the interview transcripts, notes from the
documents and observations for analyzing the data (Watkins, 2017). I gathered the data into three
piles. The transcripts of interviews were in one pile, documents placed in a second pile, and
notes from the observations were in the last pile. I saved all the information in a folder on my
computer and the printed information were left in a file. Although there were web application
programs such as Dedoose and NVivo (Maher et al., 2018), my preferred plan was to print out
hard copies of the data and code by hand. I wrote notes on the transcriptions and grouped the
categories to develop and compare themes within and across cases. Moreover, I kept a journal of
notes and memos throughout the data collection process. After the analysis was complete,
interpretation of the qualitative data created a narrative of the results. Additionally, other
findings from the data analysis guided future research on moral character development.
Trustworthiness
By enhancing trustworthiness, I addressed credibility, dependability, confirmability, and
transferability throughout the study (Ang et al., 2016; Korstjens & Moser, 2018). I analyzed the
data accurately and ensured trustworthiness through triangulation of the data. Creswell (2014)
mentioned the accuracy of findings and viewed validation as time spent with participants. These
standards of validation came from spending personal time with participants in the field and
obtaining detailed meanings (Creswell & Poth, 2018).
Credibility
One strategy for ensuring credibility was member checking and presenting the data with
adequate thick descriptions of context (Hammarberg et al., 2016). Adequate descriptions were
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identifiable to participants who shared similar experiences and meanings (Hammarberg et al.,
2016; Lincoln & Guba, 1985). According to Lincoln and Guba (1985), member checking helped
to establish credibility and were the most important technique used in qualitative studies. In the
multiple cases, the participants that I chose to interview were given an opportunity to review the
transcripts. Merriam (2009) believed that the process involved in member checking was to take
your preliminary analysis back to some of the participants and ask whether some of your
interpretation “rings true” (p. 217). I used member checking to see if the principals discovered
accuracy in the findings and I provided them opportunities to discuss the findings.
Dependability and Confirmability
Dependability involves providing a peer an opportunity to review and debrief my
manuscript. Lincoln and Guba (1985) define peer debriefing as having the peer examine the
researcher’s methodology and offer feedback to uncover researchers’ biases. Peer checking
ensured honesty, authenticity, and evidence of validity from the findings (Amin et al., 2020;
Massaro et al., 2019). Confirmability showed evidence that the data was accurate through
member checks. To increase trustworthiness by being able to see convergent and divergence
evidence, I used triangulation for the reliability of findings from the primary data sources such as
interviews, documents, and observations to look for either the same phenomena or contradictory
information (Richards & Hemphill, 2017). Stake (1995) described triangulation as “working to
substantiate an interpretation or to clarify its different meanings” (p. 173). Here, I interpreted the
information from all three data sources. The three forms of data collection helped triangulate the
findings to show rigor (Shufutinsky, 2020), and checked for an accurate description of
participant sensemaking.
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Transferability
Transferability established rich descriptions to which the findings transfered to other
contexts or situations (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Although not considered
appropriate in qualitative research, replication depended on detailed descriptions from the codes
and findings (Roberts et al., 2019). I video recorded participant interviews and carefully
reviewed the interviews several times. This helped to understand the phenomenon, particularly
elementary principals’ sensemaking about moral character development programs in their
schools. More importantly, I used transferability to understand the phenomenon and draw
interpretations from the importance and implications of the study (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).
Ethical Considerations
Before the study began, I secured IRB approval with Liberty University. After receiving
approval, there were no concerns conducting the study at the sites since these schools
implemented character development. Moreover, most principals signed an informed consent
document, and others I had to keep their emails as proof of agreement to do the study. I emailed
the participants the purpose of the study, and reminded them that their participation was
voluntary and their information would be protected and confidential. I protected the participants’
identities by not disclosing the names of the individuals or their schools. In addition, I was
responsible for researching with special care and sensitivity. According to Yin (2018), care
involved getting informed consent from the school leaders while asking for their assistance in
participating in the study. The participants had an opportunity to leave the interview at any time
but all ten completed the interview.
If principals were unfamiliar with the term moral character development, since character
education was the common parlance, I navigated terms such as values teaching and character
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education. I reminded participants that there were no deceptions in the study and that they were
not placed in any undesirable situations, I was aware of any cultural, religious, ethnic, and other
differences that needed to be respected. I did not talk about personal experiences working in
schools that have taught character traits to avoid potential biases. More importantly, I maintained
confidentiality and preserved anonymity in the research process (Haines, 2017). However, it was
not difficult to avoid biases in the process of collecting data due to using interviews, school
documents, and school observations as multiple protocols.
Summary
This chapter covered qualitative case study research to examine principals’ sensemaking
toward moral character development programs. I described the choice of using Yin (2018) as the
key guide for the design of this study. Next, I listed the criterion for principals that worked in
elementary schools in a Midwestern school district. Additionally, I included rationales for
creating boundaries. For example, I defined the boundaries of cases geographically, along with
elementary principals as a bounded system, and the character development in schools. Further, I
discussed the procedures of data collection and gave descriptions of using analysis, which
included the coding process, and how I triangulated with interviews, documents, and classroom
observations. I discussed the initial steps of coding in detail, how the data was transcribed, and I
looked for themes and patterns within and across cases. Additionally, this chapter included data
analysis and plans for the trustworthiness and ethical considerations of the study.



86


CHAPTER FOUR: FINDINGS
Overview
This multiple case study aimed to examine principals’ sensemaking toward implementing
moral character development in elementary schools. Multiple case studies allow the researcher to
examine the phenomenon of principals’ sensemaking and understand the similarities and
differences that occur among a person or groups of people in various context. This chapter
includes a synopsis of the participant’s background, comprehensive results of the data analysis,
the identification of themes that developed from the data analysis, and the explanation of themes
based on the research questions responses.
Participants
The following section describes selected participants who agreed to participate in this
study. Participant names are listed in random order and by pseudonym. The description includes
each participant’s years of experience working as an administrator, and whether they are
principal or vice principal. Each participant works at the same elementary building or in a
different elementary building. One of the participants works in both elementary and early
childhood buildings. Another participant works at the district’s central office and in the
elementary buildings.
Mary
Dr. Mary has worked at the elementary school as a principal since July 2020. Before her
time as principal, she was the assistant principal for three years at this school. Before then, Dr.
Mary worked at another school district as an administrator and worked as an educator for 13
years prior. She has implemented a moral character development program in her school since
being the principal.
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Dena
Dr. Dena works as a vice principal at an elementary school starting the 2020-2021 school
year. Prior to her work as a vice principal, Dr. Dena worked as an administrative intern and as a
technology specialist. Additionally, she received a doctorate degree in Educational
Administration and has received distinguished awards for her role as an educator. Dr. Dena
implements a moral character development program at her school.
Esther
Dr. Esther has been the principal for over 7 years at an elementary school. Her years as
principal have been committed to discovering the strengths of student learners in the school. Dr.
Esther has implemented programs that support the moral character development and leadership
among students. She currently implements a moral character development program at her school.
Grace
Grace has been the vice principal at an elementary school for one school year where she
implements a moral character development program. Grace is passionate about her students
serving in leadership roles and is passionate about the school program she is currently
implementing at her school.
Ruth
Ruth who joined her role as an elementary principal in the school year 2020-2021 has
also worked as an elementary principal in other buildings since 2014. Ruth is a newer principal
at her school and transitioned during the pandemic. Her career started as a middle school teacher
and she has maintained various administrator roles throughout her career in the same district. She
implements a moral character development program at her elementary school and works in a
collaborative role in other buildings.



88


Paul
Paul serves as the vice principal at one of the elementary buildings. He has served in this
leadership role over two years. He mainly focuses on the earlier and primary grades as the school
administrator and is committed to student learning and community. Paul implements a moral
character development program at his school.
Imani
Dr. Imani has been working as an elementary vice-principal for almost two years. She has
spent more than 10 years working in the Midwestern school district. Prior to working as a vice
principal, Dr. Imani has worked as an educator at a different school district. She has many skills
under her belt in research and in diversity and equal opportunity.
Joy
Joy began her role as an elementary principal starting in 2021. Prior to becoming the
principal at her current school, Joy worked in administration for three years in several school
districts. She has over 20 years of experience working as an elementary educator. She is strongly
committed to the mission of character education and student learning.
Candace
Candace serves as an elementary principal. Candace has worked at her building for eight
years. She has over 10 years of experience working as a school administrator. Shortly after the
interview, Candace mentioned how she recently completed course work for the Educational
Specialist degree. Candace has a passion for diverse and equity-based practices for her building.
Brianna
Dr. Brianna is the guidance coordinator and has worked in her role for nearly ten years.
She also serves as a character educator and has worked in her district for almost 12 years. She
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has worked in counseling education for several years in other districts prior to her role in the
Midwestern district. Currently, she provides guidance to elementary, middle, and high school
principals regarding moral character development.
Results
This section encompasses the results of the data analysis process. I used three methods of
data collection including virtual interviews, emailed documents, and virtual recorded
observations. I used member checking after transcribing the interviews via Zoom features to
ensure accuracy. Seven participants reviewed the transcripts for accuracy. The results were
organized in themes related to the study’s research questions. I coded the transcripts, analyzed
the cases individually, and identified recurring themes across cases. Codes were used to identify
themes and sub-themes in the data gathered from the interviews, documents, and observations
from the multiple cases. I utilized Yin’s (2018) four general strategies for analysis by following
the theoretical propositions that led to the multiple cases, noticed relevant concepts and patterns
within the data, developed a rich case description of each case, and addressed investigator bias
prior to data collection when I analyzed the data.
Theme Development
The purpose of this case study was to examine principals’ sensemaking toward
implementing moral character development in elementary schools. There are four themes
suggested throughout the cross-case analysis with ten principals and vice principals that
participated in the study. The four themes provided an opportunity for me to frame a narrative
understanding from individual principal’s quotes, supported by further documents such as
disciplinary reviews, and recorded observations. I collected data using interviews, documents,
and observations. Once I recorded the interviews, I transcribed and coded them, and then I put
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them into themes. Finally, I placed individual and cross-case analysis into coded categories
before finding common themes related to the research questions.
Table 1
Codes, Themes Across Cases, & Sub-Themes
Codes
Good people
Good citizens
Good humans
Contributing citizen
Respectful
Responsible
Caring
Kindness
Integrity
Morality
Moral compass
Character initiatives
Well designed-program
Essential school programs
CE programming
Implement
Developmental pedagogy
Performance-based
Quality instruction
Best self
Student voice
Emotional regulation
Executive function
Expectations
Fixed behaviors
Modeling
Culture
Consequences
Systems in place
Vision and mission
Goals
Competences
Intrinsic Motivation
Meet the needs of students
Conversations
Resources
Mental health supports



Themes
Core Values

Sub-themes
11 Principles Framework
Right and Wrong
Equity

Navigating School Programs

Leader in Me (7 Habits)
Second Steps
Social Emotional Learning
(SEL)
Lesson Plans

Behavioral Goals

Whole Child
Student Leaders
Service Learning

Principal as Supporter and
Facilitator

Student Support
Teacher Support
Teacher Training
Empowering Staff and
Students
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Core Values
Several themes emerged across the multiple cases to understand how principals make
sense of moral character development in their elementary schools. Four themes emerged that
related to implementing core values in the elementary schools. These include the qualities that
help students become their best self, such as trustworthiness, respect, responsibility, fairness,
caring, citizenship, and self-motivation. During the individual semi-structured interviews,
principals, vice-principals, and one coordinator of guidance & character education discussed how
these traits are the foundation of the first few weeks of school aligned with expectations for each
in multiple areas of the building. An analysis of the documentation and recorded observations
revealed how core values were the specific goal and qualities principals wanted to see in their
students. Four sub-themes emerged and I discuss them below.
11 Principles Framework
The eleven principles framework was discussed several times during the interviews.
Many of the participants agreed that their school utilized the 11 principles framework as part of
their core values. Dena explained the importance of talking about “kindness and empathy and
love and caring, and the qualities that we want to see in our kids and in our population.” Ruth
and Joy discussed the context of core values saying, “It would mean highlighting kindness or
integrity as opposed to responsibility or perseverance and have been collectively defined and
embedded into what we do and how we do it.” Participants also reported that these core
principles should be intentional and systematic. Further, participants reported how students
should be authentic, caring, and a service to others. Paul noted how his school has implemented
the 11 Principles of Character Education for over 10 years. He explained:
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Our core values are defined, implemented, and embedded into our school culture. Our
school defines character comprehensively to include thinking, feeling, and doing. Our
school uses a comprehensive, intentional, and proactive approach to develop character
and creates a caring community that provides students with opportunities for moral
action. Our school offers a meaningful and challenging academic curriculum that respects
all learners, develops their character, and helps them succeed.
Brianna and Erin both agreed that they follow the 11 principles of character education, but
realized these principles are used as more of a guidepost and main structure to plan, implement,
assess, and sustain their CE programming rather than implemented as a specific program. The
character council meetings at some of the elementary schools have spent time looking at the 11
principles framework, listing programming, and identifying where they have gaps to plan an
even comprehensive program. “We foster students’ self-motivation and all staff shares the
responsibility for developing, implementing, and modeling ethical character,” said Paul. Paul
described his school’s character initiative as having shared leadership and long-range support for
continuous improvement. Paul further explained how his school engaged families and
community as partners in the character initiative and they assess its implementation of character
education, its culture, and climate, and the character growth of their students on a regular basis.
Brianna added, “Like the base for any of this is identifying or having your community identify
the core values and define them and help agree to them.”
Right and Wrong
The 11 principles of character education was an important guide elementary principals
and vice-principals used to promote core values and character traits such as responsibility,
respect, integrity, kindness, and perseverance. However, participants seemed to have also
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focused on the concept of what is ‘right and wrong” in their interviews. Esther reported,
“Teaching students to do the right thing because it is the right thing to do” She further stated, “At
our school, we teach every child that they are a leader and that leaders do the right thing even
when no one is watching.” Likewise, “If we are teaching them to be intelligent we have to also
teach them to do good things with that intelligence,” said Brianna.
Several participants acknowledged implementing curricular and best practices to help
students understand what is right and what is wrong. The principals and vice principals in the
interviews were able to communicate the importance of public schools having a responsibility to
not only teach students to be smart but to be good people. Mary quickly acknowledged this in her
school explaining, “That is the social emotional that knows that thing when is right and wrong.”
This involves conversations amongst participants in their schools. Imani described the
importance of moral character development as “The development of what is right and wrong,
good and bad.”
Equity
Right and wrong was not the only form of the school’s core values implemented in the
schools. Equity was a common word used to describe what the principals and vice principals felt
that was under-emphasized in their schools. Paul noted, “Considering all cultures and approaches
to character through an equitable lens” as an important component of implementation in the
school. Imani expressed the importance of schools teaching moral character along with equity:
I believe that there should be an equity lens that moral character education programs
should be filtered through. We hold a moral obligation to look very closely at the morals
and values we are teaching to ensure that it does not further hold up and affirm white
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supremacy and its systems of oppression. I believe that it has become our responsibility
to teach moral character because of how diverse our society has become.
It was also noted in the interviews how many of the principals and vice principals felt the need to
include equity as a character trait to their core values. They felt schools needed to continue to
define what that looked like through the lens of equity and inclusion. Imani expressed similar
feelings by stating, “Using a lens of equity and inclusion to ensure that all students have a sense
of belonging through the programs and systems that we have in place.” Imani further explained
that schools and their systems are set up to align with the rules and laws of the land.
Imani believed that not all of the rules and regulations support students of color,
marginalized groups, and said that some of the morals that were espoused at the systems level
are not quite right. This includes principals and vice principals that work to build accurate and
precise stories about their students and equitable practices for how they are valued in this work.
Joy and Mary both agreed that they wanted to make sure that character education was not a
detour away from equity. Mary said, “We felt that the equity piece is an important resource, but
we did not have that in our mission from nine years ago so we wanted to change that so our three
pillars became equity.” Further, Mary shared, “We moved away from the word diversity and
added equity. We have an equity Parents Committee and Social, Emotional and Character
Development Committee.”
Navigating School Programs
Most principals and vice-principals acknowledged that they must implement a welldesigned school program to model and reinforce positive character traits. Collectively, as
principals and vice-principals, they agreed that they must implement quality programs that will
harness the kind of direction they would want their program to go. Mary and Candace had
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similar experiences regarding how they navigated implementing their school program. They said,
“The experiences we had with our former school program directly shaped how we implement our
current program. I think it’s always a good idea to be transparent when looking at your program
each year and say is it something we need to do and be open to the idea of change.” This is
particularly true when newer principals are not pleased with their school program. Ruth
concurred, “I believe a comprehensive well-designed program would give equal attention to both
moral and performance based.”
Leader in Me (7 Habits)
During the interviews, many of the participants clearly stated they implemented the
Leader in Me (Covey 7 Habits). Several participants said, “Our district is a Leader in Me
program.” Data collected from a lesson plan showed a moral character lesson and recorded
observations displaying Covey’s habits, which provided proof that the district implemented this
program. A second document showed where teachers kept track of students’ goals by helping
them to be responsibility, promote compassion, service learning, and sharing. Observations from
three of the sites showed posters of Covey’s 7 habits, bulletin boards displaying the 7 Habits, and
7 Habits leadership binders placed on a table in one of the classrooms.
Participants focused on the leadership aspect in their program. For Esther, “We have been
a Leader in Me School for the past ten years. We believe that every child is a leader and we work
to build on its strengths and talents. We teach students the 7 Habits of a Happy Kid.” “At first
one of the programs our school used rubbed me the wrong way,” said Candace. She shared her
excitement when her school finally adopted Covey’s 7 Habits - The Leader in Me after her start
as vice-principal several years ago. Ruth described how her school leadership combined using
several components of different school programs into one cohesive moral character program.
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Esther embraced how the Leader in Me program and using Covey’s 7 Habits allows students to
learn to take ownership and be responsible for their choices. Most of the participants agreed that
students should learn to own and monitor how they treat others.
Grace wished that more schools would understand the principles of creating a Leader In
Me school and all that goes on behind the scenes. Like Grace, most of the participants expressed
their gratitude toward implementing an effective program that promotes positive character traits
and student leadership. Participants felt that their students were truly leaders. Mary, Dean,
Esther, Grace, and Candace especially expressed their feelings on schools being responsible for
teaching moral character to students since they were in their care and they educate them for eight
hours a day. Candace said, “It wasn’t the intention for public schools to teacher moral behavior
but if we want to have moral behaviors for students, we’d better be thoughtful on our ideas and
how we’ll do it.” When asked if moral character development was lacking in schools, Grace
stated,
I do not believe that our school lacks building character through the Leader in Me
expectations. It is a way of living for our students and staff and extends to our families. I
think more schools need to look into being Leader in Me schools.
The Leader in Me program seemed to create such an amazing environment for their staff,
students, and families. For the participants who implemented the Leader in Me, they made it a
point to set common goals and worked to achieve them. Two participants briefly mentioned the
Positive Behavior Intervention Supports (PBIS) program and claimed they used it along with
character education but said it was not the main program navigated in their school. One of the
participants expressed her concern with the focus on PBIS and character education, but felt that
nothing compared to the Leader in Me program.
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Second Steps
Second Steps is another important program few of the participants implemented in their
schools. Second Steps redefines the Leader in Me by focusing more on authenticity, care, and
service to others. Principals and vice-principals currently implementing Second Steps understand
the importance of developmental pedagogy when it comes to character. The participants shared
the importance of the quality of curriculum and helping students learn to work together. Using a
guaranteed and viable curriculum helped to measure impact, as Joy explained:
While we do use Second Steps, we truly need to work to define what we want students to
know and be able to do at each grade level. We are putting programs before people.
Therefore, it is essential to rewind to do this work so we can develop competencies and
have an understanding of progressions.
Although generally speaking, principals and vice-principals who implemented Second Steps felt
that this program built on students’ strengths and helped them to have a sense of belonging. Dena
detailed:
But this year, along with implementing the Leader in Me, we have adopted and are
implementing Second Steps, and this year is the first year that we are fully implementing
it in all grades. Last year we piloted it. The data that we have from that is all anecdotal,
obviously. However, we are seeing a lot more transfer and it is repeated.
Mary described her experiences implementing the Second Steps program. She further explained,
“We are kind of developing our own Second Steps, I would say, is a program on that social
emotional part that is coming in, that we are a super product, and to be honest I would say that
we still emphasize the Leader in Me curriculum.” The few participants that implemented Second
Steps shared similar perspectives regarding the connections between Second Steps and The
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Leader in Me programs by mentioning how these two programs can do great things, and how it
gives them a little more freedom to do as they felt was needed to meet the needs of students in
their building.
Social Emotional Learning (SEL)
The social emotional learning (SEL) of students was not only considered an important
component of program implementation, but it also encompasses the development of character.
Students can perform academically at best, when the basis of programs teaches about character
and social emotional skills. Paul declared:
In order for schools to make progress and meet high standards in academics, social
emotional learning, and service/citizenship, we must create a basis of strong character.
Schools, who focus on character education as part of their Tier 1 access, will ensure all
students have access to teaching, modeling, and practice of moral character standards. I
do believe there is a connection, but at the same time, many of our behaviors are more
correlated to lagging social skills or social emotional learning needs.
Brianna expressed that she used a combination of academic, social emotional learnings, and
character education. She mentioned engaging families and people in the community to help them
understand collaborative efforts on the part of school implementation and involvement. For
Dena, SEL was:
I think these needs to happen and it cannot just happen in one space. It needs to happen in
all spaces including the home. It needs to happen at school and those real-world
situations where we can develop kids in the moment. Therefore, between those three
things we do our best to, you know to implement all of that. So engage our students,
engage our families, and engage our community.
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Mary said, “We want character education, social emotional and equity to be the plates.” This was
so important to most of the participants.
Lesson Plans
Lesson plans surfaced during the interviews and participants agreed that they were
comprehensive educational material participants used for planning purposes and learning
objectives. Teachers used the plans to support lesson development that aligned with character
education programming. In reviewing the lesson plans from each site, moral character
development was evident. Each of the participants provided clear examples of core values taught
through the implementation of The Leader In Me and other specified character development
program. Paul centered his lesson plans on the teachings of the school’s character traits:
Our lessons center around what the trait looks like, sounds like, and feels like. These
values are incorporated into our school wide pledge, reinforcement system, and
additional community circle lessons. If needed, traits are retaught in the classroom or
small groups. We use programs such as Character Counts and Character Strong to
support lesson development.
Brianna centered her lesson plans on her school’s resources. She explained how her lessons are
always evolving. Therefore, those resources and programs really help educators stay on track
when teaching their students. Further, Brianna said, “That has to do with again just being like a
good citizen so I think that is a step in the right direction in blending academics and character
and more connections to our curriculum within it.” Dena has her school specialists teach back-to
back so they do not get to hop into classrooms during the class meeting times are instructed.
Specifically, this happened for most of the participants throughout the year. Paul stated the
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importance of principals incorporating lesson planning into home connections and community
and said principals could achieve this through communication, public displays of Core Value
Posters, and service learning. “The educators in each school teach different themes and these
teachers are seeing students apply information from the lessons out on the playground and in
interactions,” said Paul. Joy reported how teachers in her schools develop monthly lessons to
help or students build identity to help every student feel as though they belong. Grace explained,
“So as these lessons are spiraling around the social emotional needs, they are happening in every
single grade level.”
Participants agreed that navigating a well-designed program was beneficial to teachers as
they develop these lessons. “Teams created school-wide character lessons and these specialized
lessons are happening once a month,” said Joy. Ruth is preparing her students for the everchanging world, which includes providing tools for teachers to educate students and give them
the skills needed to work collaboratively with others in a way, that all could thrive. For many of
the participants, they acknowledged how their teachers do an excellent job of integrating
character development into their lessons. “We have dragon time lessons that are expected to be
taught weekly. As I go into classrooms, I see these lessons being taught and referred to,” said
Imani. Joy was also quick to address her implementation of lessons through her school program:
We embed our core values into our academic curriculum through picture books and
discussions. Seeking feedback is essential to our planning and evaluation. We regularly
survey our students, staff, and community to figure out what is important to them in
defining who we are and who we want to be. We use these survey results to plan our
programming. For example, this year some of our students identified that they cannot be
their true selves.
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Behavioral Goals
The participants shared their experiences implementing programs that supported positive
student behaviors. For example, Candace told me their discipline referrals goes down every year
and said she thinks it is in large part due to the program they are implementing. Candace further
explained how they celebrated and refined together, and were given a common language and
expectations. Joy embraces this mission. She said, “We need to work with students to identify
the antecedent, if we do not do that, we will simply by working from a mitigation perspective
rather than transformative.” For many of the participants, they have high expectations on
behaviors. However, Paul acknowledged that behaviors were a learning experience:
I do believe there is a connection, but at the same time, many of our behaviors are more
correlated to lagging social skills or social emotional learning needs. Just like behavior
management, our elementary teachers only take one class in their 4 years of education.
Many are starting out as young adults themselves, continuing to develop character and
learn from the world around them.
The participants knew that in order to have high expectations for promoting positive behaviors,
they must set behavioral goals in their building. In fact, Candace knew that she had to set
individual and behavioral goals early in the school year and then focus later in the year on
academics. Grace was excited to share her important role guiding student’s behaviors by having
students set their own goals:
Our students are amazing at taking ownership for their part in any discipline issues.
They know there will be consequences, but the intent is they learn and grow and they
will not have the same situations in the past. Each student that has an office discipline
issue is required to complete a reflection and indicate what are the 7 habits they need to
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work on in the future. We have students set goals and take accountability if they have not
made a good choice.
Nonetheless, Esther believed in setting goals to promote positive behaviors, but she had mixed
feelings on character development being a fixer of student misbehaviors:
I cannot say that character development always fixed behavior but I do not think it hurts
in anyway. What would behaviors look like without it? I think when students are tracking
progress and setting goals around behavior, it helps. When they take ownership of the
mistakes made, it helps.
Brianna stated if students made a mistake, she reminded them which of their core values was not
in line with that particular behavior. Brianna and her team really tried to help their students
reflect on those core values and think about what kind of people they were in their school
district. Dena and Mary reported the importance of consequences on behaviors. They believed in
setting boundaries and working on the culture and climate in the school. Mary continued her
conversations during her interview on how principals have to make the right decisions based on
the school itself and the people in the school and on the parents. Mary asked what if parents were
not okay with the school’s consequences. Mary wanted to use this opportunity to explain about
being intentional:
And then, when you teach kids to have that moral and character development, you start to
see kids, they do better, right? They are going to know better they are going to do better
and so I think it is just putting in the time. It is being intentional in that learning and that
teaching and saying, yes, okay, you did something that was wrong.
Trying to make sense of the connection between moral character development and behavioral
issues became complicated for some of the participants. They felt that these connections were
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essential to the qualities that helped students to become more caring and responsible for their
actions. Mary said, “You are going to have a consequence but let us talk about all this. What
parents hear me say is that we are going to take those consequences and make it right, and then
we are going to start over and you are going to move on.” Dena did not hesitate to explain her
thoughts about guiding behaviors through consequences:
It is important for anybody in education who helps deal with those behavioral concerns,
ensures that the learning is a part of the consequence. I do believe that there should be
consequences, obviously. However, I think that learning piece is more important than any
consequence we give of your school program.
Mary and Dena provided a disciplinary review showing about 96.1% of disciplinary referrals
were down for students who were not sent to the principal’s office for behavioral or disciplinary
reasons at their school. Several other participants saw a decrease in disciplinary referrals in their
school. The participants reported that they were responsible for implementing an effective moral
character program to promote positive behaviors regardless of the outcome. Imani said, “I
believe that our school has done a great job of ensuring that every adult is on the same page as it
relates to how we implement tiered supports for student behaviors.” Ultimately, most of the
participants said that they had made a connection between moral character development and
promoting more positive student behaviors.
Whole Child
The development of the whole child was a technique used for many of the participants in
this study. Paul said that the classroom was one arena to reinforce, model, and practice positive
character traits on a daily basis. “When shared values crossover from home to school and are
reinforced in all settings, we are able to wrap ourselves around our students as a united front to



104


support their growth as a whole child,” said Paul. Mary and Dena also recognize the
development of the whole child. They reported building their students as the whole child as if
they were leaders. Candace shared how she explained to students what that means by being
educating the whole child. She explains the importance of helping students to understand what
does effort mean and not taking the easy way out, but doing their best. Mary said they especially
focused on developing the whole child in their building. She further explained how important
this was for students when having conversations with them about school-based boundaries. She
described this as helping children to become their best self and honoring different abilities when
students make poor behavioral choices. Dena also explained the significance of developing the
whole child:
The transfer is much harder and so when you're helping kids and you're working to
develop the whole child, that's a huge piece of who they are, and the character that helps
them become the kind of person, that they become, and so I would say that it is a vital
piece, and it is necessary in our schools.
Student Leaders
During their interviews, Candace, Esther, and Grace reported student leaders as one of
their goal’s for behavioral expectations. However, many of the participants felt compelled to
explain how students in their school came up with ideas on how to make things better in their
school. Candace said her teachers outline and specify moral character traits that make a student
leader a leader. The participants reported that many of their students serve in classroom
leadership roles based on their strengths and leadership abilities. Grace shared how students track
the data on all their goals. She said they listened to students and they are all leaders! She reported
that moral character development came with students taking responsibility for their actions. “One
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factor that contributed to pushing students into these leadership roles was simply letting the child
lead,” said Candace. Esther excitedly added, “If a child can do it, let them lead.” Grace said that
conditioning students to become leaders is to produce happy students:
We are a Leader in Me School, so we expect all students to be leaders. Moral
character development comes with students taking responsibility for their own actions.
We are a Leader in Me school. Our kids do everything at school. They lead the
announcements. They greet visitors. They come up with what before school clubs are
needed.
The school buildings displayed bulletin boards with the words “Leadership Roles” as supporting
evidence from the recorded observations. The bulletin board also indicated what types of
leadership roles that students had including lunch leader. In a different video, I observed a large
chart paper hung on a wall that said “Who is responsible for?” and it had a list of students who
were chosen in school-wide leadership roles. On a separate poster board at a different site, two
students were named respectful leader and the other named caring leader.
Service Learning
Principals and vice-principals used service learning as one way of setting goals for
behavioral expectations. Paul reflected on the importance of implementing and educators
teaching moral character development to children in the classroom. He said that we must do this
through communication, public display of core value posters, and service learning. During the
interview, Esther talked about how principals have worked to embed a lot of service learning in
the past few years and said this has helped students see that they can make a difference beyond
school expectations. Paul further elaborated saying that in order for schools to make progress and
meet high standards in academics, social emotional learning, and service/citizenship, school
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leaders must create a basis of strong character. They reported that character education was key to
ensure all students have access to learning, modeling, and practicing moral character standards
that helped them serve others. Brianna said how all school administrators could work on having a
more robust service-learning program in their buildings. Esther shared the importance of
character and serving others and felt that “when we give them the opportunity and room to shine,
we as adults have to step out of the way and trust kids.”
Principal as Supporter and Facilitator
Principals and vice-principals reported the need to purposefully support and empower
their students and staff through trainings, trust, resources, leadership, decision-making, and
commitments to character education. For example, Esther said, “As a leader, others are
watching.” She described her role as a servant leader trying to look for ways to find her staff’s
strengths and use them to help the greater system. Like Esther, other participants tried to validate
and hear others’ ideas and wanted to be a part of the work to make things happen. Goodwin
explained how her job could be challenging, as she constantly had to deal with student behaviors
and be in that supportive role. Whereas, Ruth said, “The principals must understand the work in
order to prioritize and plan very intentionally for it.” The participants reported that each
interaction they had with their students and staff was vital for offering different perspectives and
for celebrating realities.
Student Support
Principals and vice-principals have been very busy this past school year and before the
pandemic trying to find ways to support their students. For many participants, the pandemic
affected everyone in the building. Mary said that as the pandemic hit, she saw an increase in
student’s social emotional needs. She explained, “Beyond the pandemic, their social emotional



107


needs were increasing so students came in with higher needs, not knowing how to adapt or know
what to do with their feelings.” Joy expressed how the pandemic has been detrimental to the
social-emotional health of everyone in the building. Participants reported moving forward and
using these experiences to continue to support students and respond to any challenges, they may
face in the future. Dena reported being on the same page with everyone as she provided support
to students:
To prepare to be able to meet the needs, and so think we are still working on finding the
way to make sure that everyone is on the same page and has the same information to
support kids consistently. They can provide that support to have those conversations with
the same language that the kids can make those connections in
all areas throughout the building.
Additionally, Ruth thought of the needs of all students, regardless of culture:
The need must come from the students. Teachers must be skilled at assessing the need
and motivated to meet it head on with high quality instruction. They requires training so
that teachers can call out the negative actions of their collegiate that are undermining our
efforts to train the young ones up in the way they should go. All adults must be fully
committed to creating a school culture in which all students belong and excel.
These different voices from many of the participants provided insights into supporting students
by meeting their needs and accomplishing the mission statement of promoting moral character.
Teacher Support
In addition to student support, the participants that were interviewed reported supporting
their staff. Dena felt that her most important role as a vice-principal was to be a support for her
teachers. She said teachers were important in the implementation process because they were the
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ones mostly present with the students all day and every day, and who were providing direct
instruction. Ruth explained how she supports her teachers:
To me, to be in a supportive role is supporting teachers in the work that they're doing and
making sure the teacher is heard and seen and hearing their perspective. I think that it is
important in the support role for teachers and kids.
Mary said the one thing she felt that she improved was the support of her teachers, which
happened through restorative conversations and follow up perspectives.
Teacher Training
Participants often talked about the need for teacher training and professional
development. During their interviews, Ruth, Grace, and Paul reported having a shared mission
and vision in their schools for teachers and necessary resources for implementing a quality moral
character development program. Grace reported, “Teachers must be skilled at assessing the need
and motivated to meet it head on with quality instruction.” Mary said it would cost money to
bring in training for her staff. She reported having staff training that previously contributed
greatly to her school. Mary reported, “All our staff is devoted because they live out the principles
of the 7 Habits. The training and teacher development and support is like no other. It is easy to
get people on board because it just makes each individual better!” Paul shared his personal
reflection on teacher training:
Teacher education is something that should always be considered. Just like behavior
management, our elementary teachers only take one class in their 4 years of education.
Many are starting out as young adults themselves, continuing to develop character and
learn from the world around them. Asking them to be experts in addition to that of core
subjects, is not realistic.
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“The training, development, and support are like no other,” said Grace. She described her
thoughts about how it is easy to get people on board because it just makes everyone better. Ruth
thought this required time for professional development that may be needed as well as
establishing expectations for execution in the classroom. “Teacher education, additional mental
health supports, time committed to learning, and using data to make ongoing decisions for
growth,” said Paul.
Empowering Staff and Students
Principals and vice-principals in this study stated that empowering their teachers and
students was vital to the commitment and shared vision in their schools. They referenced making
connections throughout the building and equipping their staff and students. Esther shared her
experiences of how she empowered her staff and students:
Whenever we can empower a child, it helps them find their value and worth. We have
several students who take on extra leadership roles to help them see this and often the
behaviors improve. I am a cheerleader and I am looking to find my staff strengths and use
them to help the greater system. I try to validate and hear their ideas and then am part of
the work to make it happen.
Mary shared a similar experience of how she empowered her staff and students:
And I truly believe in kind of the empowering staff. Right. Like I really take a step back.
I am kind of the person who makes ultimate decisions, and they know that but having
leaders in my building super important right when teachers drive the learning the staff
comes with you right when it is not feeling forced. Therefore, I believe in that process.
Many of the participants were involved in their character education committee and work closely
with school counselors who lead this work. They reported working with staff to ensure they
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followed through with their commitments to character education expectations and resources
available for instruction and intervention. During Esther’s interview, she noted the importance of
building buy-in and realizing it was not a one-size fits all approach. Esther commented further,
“What I love most about LIM is that we get to create it. It has looked different over the years as
we learn more, grow, and follow our kids and staff strengths. I also try to live out the 7 Habits to
model what this looks like. We often reflect on our mission and how we are doing things.” Dena
said empowering the people in the building helped create some common language for the staff
that assisted students out on the playground; they also provided support to have those
conversations with the same language so that the kids could make those connections in all areas
throughout the building.
Mary tends to also gives support to her community. Mary said, “They really let us
through. That’s what can we do to help people who are living in our area and are the things we
can do empowering kids to be motivated.” Joy affirmed this in her belief that the school’s vision
and mission should be built collectively and that principals were to celebrate these realities. Joy
stated that she grew her practice by elevating student voice and empowering her staff
collectively:
Our recent efforts have centered on the ways we can elevate student voice to shift and
grow our practices to continue to build safety, belonging, and high levels of learning for
all. I believe it is my job to help empower our staff to rise up and lead the work, develop
trust, find ways to remove barriers to teach being able to do this work.
Research Question Responses
This section provides reactions to the research questions outlined in this study through
principal and vice-principal perspectives. Four broad themes (core values, navigating school
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programs, behavioral goals, and principal as supporter and facilitator) emerged through
analyzing participant responses. The participant responses to the interview questions captured
individual voices regarding their sensemaking toward implementing moral character
development in their elementary schools. The themes were presented in the order based on the
research questions.
Research Question One
How do elementary principals’ sensemaking of moral character development influence
how they perceive implementing morals, values, and virtues in schools? Principals had an
opportunity to give their perspectives about the moral character development program they are
currently implementing and their influence on which character traits are important in their
schools. Two themes that emerged and connected to this question were core values and
principals as supporter and facilitator. Participants discussed the importance of supporting their
teachers and students, and utilizing character education resources to equip their schools when
asked about their perceptions implementing moral character development programs. Dena said
that her program has been positive and embodied the vision and mission of her school.
Dena answered,
I perceive it is very positive. I think that this is the first step in kind, of what we are
doing. We anticipate that after doing it for a few years, kids will be familiar with the
terminology, the phrases, and the structures that we’re teaching, and we do anticipate the
leveling off after the novelty. It’s creating some common language for the staff and
students. We can provide support to have those conversations.
Esther stated how teaching moral character development was a life skill:
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It is what we are about at our school! I am looking to find my staff strengths. We all have
a common vision and work to achieve it. We build off new strengths as well and
everyone works as a team to reach success. Our students and parents appreciate it and see
we are teaching life skills. Our staff climate is high and we 100% want to be at work.”
Overall, most of the participants responded they were satisfied with how they implemented their
core values. “We hold a moral obligation,” said Moore. He described his moral character
development program as being “successful for many years. We have reexamined our core values
in the past five years, including working with our students, families, and community members.”
One particular participant responded by saying she does not understand why other districts were
not implementing the same program as her school. Imani acknowledged how she has done a
great job ensuring that every adult was on the same page as it related to how she implemented
tiered supports for student behavior, especially since she provided support to teachers who were
trying to manage student behaviors. Almost all the principals and vice-principals reflected on
their schools’ expectations, supports, and resources. Brianna perceived implementing morals,
values, and virtues as acknowledging Character Org as a resource that empowered her staff and
students to model these core values. “At our school, we understand that character is a journey,
not a destination. We have gaps in areas of empowerment,” said Joy.
Two participants reflected on how they made sense of their moral character program.
Mary felt that her school was growing out of their moral character development school program.
“At the moment, our program is not offering what we are looking for so we are adjusting,” said
Mary. Like Mary, Ruth thought the program was part of this moral piece to meet the needs of
students in the school but felt that she was a new leader so she was still grappling with
implementation.
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Research Question Two
What components of school programs do elementary principals identify as essential for
implementing effective moral character development in the school? Principals have expressed
the importance of navigating school programs and implementing lessons that were essential for
the moral character development of students. Nine of the participants expressed having a welldesigned program and core values were essential components for implementing moral character
development. One of the participants felt Leader in Me was a strong program, but she wanted a
program that would include equity. However, several other participants felt that equity would be
good to include as an eighth habit. Some of the key concepts participants thought would be
essential for implementation include equity, social emotional learning, quality instruction,
developmental pedagogy, performance-based and character education.
Dena described the importance of empathy as essential in her school program:
I think the direct teaching of skills of what empathy is and what it looks like. I think
giving kids the words and phrases in order to ensure that they know what their options
are, and how to respond when they are in a situation because they are going to I mean
you are in the business of people and interacting with other people.
Each participant mentioned and described their core values grounded in the foundation of the
school district. These included responsibility, respect, integrity, kindness, and perseverance. Joy
described six essential components she thought was relevant to this research question. She
reported, “Dr. Marvin Berkowitz defines six components of character education. They are
prioritization, relationships, intrinsic motivation, modeling, empowerment, and developmental
pedagogy.” Brianna, Paul, Imani, and Ruth emphasized the 11 principles of character education
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in their interviews as the practice of core values intertwined in their school program. Brianna
suggested involving the community in identifying core values:
I think like the base for any of this is identifying or having your community identify the
core values and define them and help agree to them. We follow Character Org, 11
principles of character education and Leader in Me.
Imani described her school program as a Tier 1 intervention program where she focused on
behavior along with character education. Imani summarized her school program as preparing
“Every student understands what the expectations are and that they are getting the same
conversations and information across the building setting.” Ruth described her school program as
being a national school of character but says “We do not subscribe to one “program” such as
“Leader in me,” but rather, we use a variety of components of resources to comprise out Tier 1
instruction as it relates to character education: Seven Habits, Second Step SEL curriculum,
universals, mindfulness, trauma sensitive, PBIS, etc.”
Research Question Three
How does the elementary principal make sense of their moral responsibility to implement
an effective moral character development program that promotes positive student behaviors? All
ten participants correlated their moral responsibility as principals and vice-principals to develop
the whole child, student leaders, and service-learning workers through moral character. During
the interviews, a behavioral goals theme emerged related to third research question. For many of
the participants, they needed to set goals and high expectations for their students. Three
participants thought that this came from an understanding of the students’ culture and executive
function. Ruth described what she had observed in her school regarding her responsibility as
principal.
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My initial thought was to correlate between the two, that when moral development is
lacking, misbehavior results. However, the behavioral issues we are observing are more
reflective of emotional regulation, executive functioning, and poor mental health.
Joy summarized her thoughts on her role in promoting positive behaviors:
Kids are learning to socialize after almost two years of having that taken away from
them. We need to make sure we are intentionally teaching expectations and not assuming
that students have an understanding of what we want them to know or be able to do. Our
core values, which were collectively established and defined, are a way for us to have
shared language of which to both exhibit and reflect upon. Behavior is communication.
Participants expressed what behavior meant to their individual students. They reported the many
different experiences students encounter daily. Imani explained, “I see the conflict of home
values versus school values. I also see the impact of trauma on behavior…if wrong, and if harm
was done to a child at a young age, their brain and moral development may be skewed as well. I
also see how a school as large as ours who as strong systems in place for character education has
a smaller ratio of behavioral issues than other schools.” Paul and Brianna reported seeing
connections between having a moral responsibility to promote positive behaviors in their
schools. They said many of the behaviors are correlated to lagging social skills, social emotional
learning needs, and helping students understand they make mistakes and can learn from it. Dena
and Mary reported helping their students learn to figure things out. They believed it was the
moral responsibility of both the school and parents to resolve disciplinary issues. “I think that
goes back to the village mentality, right like we are in this together,” said Mary.
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Summary
This chapter provided detailed procedures and methods that examined principals’
sensemaking toward implementing moral character development in elementary
schools. The participant descriptions included elementary principals and vice-principals, all
assigned to the same metropolitan neighboring schools in one district who have worked in the
schools for at least one full academic school year. The chapter was comprised of four broad
themes and 14 subthemes from collected data interrelated to the research questions.
Subsequently, the chapter ended with a detailed analysis of the findings from the interviews,
disciplinary reviews/lesson plans, and recoded observations.
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CHAPTER FIVE: CONCLUSION
Overview
The purpose of this multiple case study was to understand principals’ sensemaking
toward implementing moral character development in elementary schools. This chapter provides
a summary of the findings from analyzed data. Next, this chapter employs a discussion of the
findings and the implications diverged empirically and theoretically from previous research.
Then, the chapter includes theoretical, empirical, and practical implications of the study, and
delimitations and limitations. The chapter ended with a section on recommendations for future
research.
Discussion
The purpose of this multiple case study was to investigate elementary principals’
sensemaking towards the implementation of moral character development programs in a
Midwestern school district. Research examining principals and their views about effective moral
character programs, particularly in elementary schools are scarce. Principals in this study defined
moral character similarly. The literature used the term moral character development to represent
overlapping labels and has served as an umbrella term for programs such as: Character
Education, Prosocial Education, Social and Emotional Learning Programs, Civic Education,
Covey’s 7 Habits: the Leader in Me, and Positive Behaviors Programs. Previous studies in the
literature emphasized effective moral character development programs in elementary schools.
This qualitative study examined four elementary principals, five vice-principals, and one
coordinator of guidance & CE who currently leads and makes decisions in their schools. The
findings in this study added to the existing studies discussed in Chapter 2 regarding
implementing an effective moral character development program. The elementary principals and
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vice-principals who participated in this study used evidence-based practices to implement
effective moral character development programs in their schools.
Interpretation of Findings
This section entailed a summary of information from emerging themes and subthemes
discussed in Chapter Four. The four themes that emerged included core values, navigating school
programs, behavioral goals, and principals as supporter and facilitator. The interpretation of the
findings aligned and correlated with the research questions. The findings demonstrated that the
principals made sense of implementing an effective moral character development program that
promoted student leaders and positive behaviors.
Summary of Thematic Findings
Four principals, five vice-principals, and one coordinator of guidance & CE shared their
perspectives through semi-structured interviews. Additionally, the data collected included
interviews, recorded classroom observations, disciplinary reviews, lesson plans, and retrieved
policy pieces from the school’s website. These instruments were used for the purpose of
triangulation. Four themes emerged when analyzing data from school administrators’ perceptions
in this study.
Servant Leadership and Advocacy. Principals were asked to share their opinions and
experiences implementing moral character development programs in their schools. Sensemaking
and moral development theories supported the premise that perceptions were important when
implementing school programs that taught students moral character. Participants discussed the
importance of supporting their teachers and students, along with using resources to equip their
schools with the necessary skills for a fulfilling future. The participants thought that these ideas
were particularly true for principals who felt that their programs were effective. The theme of
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core values and principals as supporters and facilitators was explored. It was anticipated that
after implementing moral character development programs for a few years, students would be
familiar with the terminology, phrases, and structures being taught. Support was also necessary
during staff conversations, providing resources, mental health supports, and competences. Many
of the participants stated that teaching moral development as a life skill was important and a
common vision was working toward achieving this goal. According to the results of this study,
100% of principals and vice-principals wanted to be at work due to positive teamwork and high
staff climate.
Overall, there was great participant satisfaction largely due to a high moral obligation.
Most of the participants perceived their moral character development program had been a
success and very inclusive. It had been questioned why other districts had not been implementing
this same program. Many participants agreed that every adult in the building needed to be on the
same page. Additionally, the participants were aware that there was a boost in student and
teacher support. Reflections on the important characteristics of the school were made to help
empower the staff and students. Some participants realized they had to make adjustments so their
school’s program could be re-established.
Imparting Essential Lessons. Implementing essential lessons and navigating school
programs are things principals have expressed. This study diverges from previous research on
teaching character through student activities and lesson plans (Marini, 2017). A well-designed
program and core values are essential components for implementing moral character
development. While many participants felt equity would be a good habit, one participant felt it
was not strong enough in the program. Other key concepts found to be beneficial were social
emotional learning, quality instruction, developmental pedagogy, performance-based and



120


character education. Empathy was essential for the program to allow students to understand their
opinions and the way they should respond to others.
Each participant described their core values of the school district, some of which were,
responsibility, kindness, and perseverance. There were six essential components relevant to this
research question including prioritization, relationships, intrinsic motivation, modeling,
empowerment, and developmental pedagogy. Many participants emphasized intertwining core
values with school programs in their interviews. Participants also highly suggested involving the
community as well. Each school program was summarized as having different focuses and
expectations on how they implemented character development.
Full Hearted Leading. Each participant correlated their moral responsibility as
principals and vice-principals to develop the whole child, student leaders, and service-learning
workers through moral character. Behavioral goals were the most prevalent theme found by
many of the participants. School leaders need to set these goals for the benefit of the students.
Understanding a student’s culture and executive function was how principals and vice-principals
managed these goals. When moral character development is lacking in our schools, it results in
misbehavior. However, emotional regulation and poor mental health seemed to be the main
causes of misbehavior as described by many of the participants. On the other hand, one key role
in promoting positive behaviors was intentionally teaching expectations and not making
assumptions that students know what educators want them to know. Another key role was to
practice extensive communication skills to identify any prior behavioral issues.
The participants reported different experiences that students encountered in their daily
lives. There was a difference between home and school values, which could affect student’s
behavior. Trauma disrupted the development of the brain and morality, which could then affect
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student behavior. The size of a school could play a role in how the system influences student
outcomes. Some participants witnessed a connection between moral responsibility and positive
behaviors within their schools. The literature explained how character building could improve
positive student behaviors (Marini, 2017). Moreover, the social emotional learning needs and
lagging in social skills are many of the behaviors found in these schools. Many participants
believed that disciplinary issues were both the school and parents’ responsibility. All the
participants agreed that better results were established, when both forces worked together to sort
out school behavioral issues.
Implications for Practice
The implication for principals and vice-principals is the need to implement a welldesigned school program that promotes core values, behavioral goals, and support staff and
students through the facilitation of teacher training. In an attempt to understand how principals
and vice-principals make sense of their moral character development program. I understood their
perspectives on the effective and ineffective practices in their schools. It was evident that
principals and vice-principals implemented moral character development programs with the
school’s mission, core values, and staff and student support. Along these lines, Marianni et al.
(2015) suggested integrating learning instruction that promoted the overall success of students
and expected behaviors. Principals and vice-principals also needed to be more intentional about
how they approached their school programs and addressed several dimensions of Kohlberg’s
(1971) moral reasoning when it came to their responsibility of implementing an effective school
program that included core values. The questions from this study were designed specifically to
understand how principals made sense of implementing programs that explicitly focused on the
moral character development of students.
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Underlying Implications for Principals in Practice
Many elementary schools promoted moral character development and core values as part
of the mission statement and school programming. However, little was known about principal
sensemaking and how principals implemented moral character development programming
(Demirel et al., 2016; Glanzer & Milson, 2016). During the early history of our nation, moral
character development was deep in the fabric of schools. Currently, elementary principals are
proudly promoting moral character development at their schools. They espoused the teachings of
core values though the 11 principles of character education, Leader in Me (Covey’s 7 habits),
social emotional learning, Second Steps, PBIS with character, and through the development of
lesson plans. Challenges that espoused the core values were using the lens of equity and
inclusion. However, the data in this study could be used to create effective moral character
development programs that address equity-based practices. Teachers could plan their lessons
around these core values and make this necessary and practical for helping students learn
responsibility, respect, integrity, kindness, and perseverance. Principals could involve families,
people in the communities and other key stakeholders by having them be the driving force
behind what moral character development traits they felt would promote positive behaviors in
students.
Theoretical Implications
This study used Weick’s (1995) sensemaking theory and Kohlberg’s (1971) moral
development theory as frameworks to examine principals’ sensemaking toward implementing
moral character development in elementary schools. One key concept derived from the findings
in the study was important in determining principals’ sensemaking and the moral development in
students. Sensemaking theory in this research explained the meaning of the themes that may
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guide principals, curriculum coordinators, and policy makers. Interpretation forms our
sensemaking efforts by teaching students to show acts of kindness, treat people respectfully, and
do what is right. For example, younger children judge their wrong behavior based on the amount
of damage it causes someone else. Throughout this process, children and principals form new
information in their minds. The finding revealed that principals’ understandings of what
constituted a good moral character development program and how their leadership practices have
shaped teachers and students. Currently, many of these elementary principals and vice-principals
implement a good program that promotes core values, which lead to positive student behaviors.
An analysis of the data showed how principals made sense of moral character
development programs by working to achieve a common vision in their schools with the support
of staff and students. According to Weick (1995), this was how people made sense of different
experiences within their place of employment, predictions, and the process of how people
organized their thoughts over continuous circumstances. Children learn through different stages
and moral development (Kohlberg, 1971), and principals and vice-principals’ have a moral
responsibility to promote positive behaviors and interactions through the development of an
effective moral character development program.
Weick’s sensemaking theory (1995) and Kohlberg’s moral development theory (1971)
emphasizes a deeper understanding of the lived experiences of individuals and groups of people
and help young children learn and provide context to the interpretation of theme development.
Principals’ views provided an understanding of what was effective and ineffective in their
schools. Principals are the ones who make sense of the academic learning and social skills
needed for success. Kohlberg’s moral development theory (1971) supports the idea of teaching
young children what is wrong and just. This idea encourages principals and vice-principals to
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implement school programs that teach students what is right and wrong. Studying principals’
sensemaking about moral character development may help school leaders communicate with
their school district regarding their concerns if they perceive they are not positively affecting
their schools and students.
Students can learn right and wrong choices in school with effective school programs that
teach about morality and core values. The lived experiences and revelations of principals and
vice-principals are essential when using sensemaking to implement moral character development
programs in schools. The findings revealed how principals and vice-principals used personal and
professional stories that formed their own realities. Part of sensemaking theory is based on one’s
understanding of how things work in school. This multiple case study sheds further light to the
literature on principals’ sensemaking toward implementing moral character development and
extends the works of Wieck’s sensemaking theory and Kohlberg’s moral development theory in
elementary education.
Empirical Implications
This research contributes to educators, administrators, families, community members,
and key stakeholders. Empirically, this research adds depth to the growing body of research on
character education. Most of the research has focused on character education pertaining to
teachers. The current study reveals the importance of moral character development among
principals since they are responsible for planning and implementing school programs, effectively
administering school programs, and bridging working relationships with families, teachers, staff
members, and students in schools. According to Samong et al. (2016), every school has a unique
culture that has certain values, beliefs, and approaches to the success or failure of students. These
core values may help establish a more positive school climate (Bellibas et al., 2018).
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This research helps reveal the success and challenges of implementing an effective moral
character development program. Two principals struggled with implementing their school
program for different reasons. One principal thought her school had outgrown their current
school program and the other principal felt that she was still finding a balance juggling several
school programs. Most principals revealed the importance of implementing a school program
that supports students in their abilities to lead and exhibit core values. The study suggests that the
core values and setting behavioral goals presented in the research are necessary to help principals
support their staff and students and navigate an effective school program. Additionally, this
study encompasses previous research by understanding how elementary principals’ make sense
of effective moral character programs. Although previous empirical research examined middle
and high school principals and character education, empirical studies have focused on teachers
and character development and education. Still, little research examined elementary principals
and their sensemaking regarding implementing a moral character development program.
Principals are the ones who make decisions in the school. Current research does suggest,
though, that principals have a moral responsibility to create a positive school climate (Ramos et
al., 2019). When examining participant responses, there was a dire need for principals to support
the mission and vision of the school through moral character initiatives, and most agreed that
they were responsible for implementing a program that supported staff and students and for
facilitated best practices. According to Turiel (2018), moral learning in schools started earlier in
grade school, there could not be an authentic and meaningful exploration of content through
inquiry. Following this, school district hired principals without clear expectations on how they
could advance the moral mission of the school when implementing moral character development
programs in the schools. The findings from this research have added to the literature on effective
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school programs where principals implemented moral character development. These findings
will bring new understandings as principals carefully seek programs that are effective in their
school.
Delimitations
Delimitations refine the focus of a research study (Creswell & Poth, 2018). This study
does have a few delimitations and limitations. The criteria for participants used in this study
consisted of principals and vice-principals having to work at the school for at least one academic
school year. This did not pose any delimitations for principals or vice-principals since they
worked at the school for at least one full school year. Additionally, there were several obstacles
including the participants’ high stress levels preparing for state testing and the coronavirus
disease (COVID-19) restrictions at the schools. During this hectic time, principals were
preoccupied with beginning of the year duties. Originally, I had planned to conduct interviews
with principals at five different research sites, but principals at the fifth site did not agree to
participate in the study, so I had to conduct interviews at four research sites. One of the
participants declined to participate, so I asked the Coordinator of Guidance & CE if she would be
willing to participate in my research study. At that point, I had reached out to several participants
in the school district and received nine responses agreeing to participant in my research study.
Due to unforeseen circumstances, I conducted all interviews virtually, and received all
documents and recorded observations via email.
Limitations
One limitation identified was choosing only one school district over choosing multiple
school districts to conduct my research study. This limitation slowed down the response process
by waiting to hear back from the school district. I understand that any best selection of principals
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did not give me the best representation of principals in the Midwest; however, I thought choosing
a large school district would allow for more diversity but was also limited by gender, race, and
ethnicity.
A second limitation included observing recorded observations. I had to be careful
describing what I saw or heard versus interpreting what was said and heard. This meant carefully
eliminating any personal biases when taking descriptive notes. In other words, it was difficult to
show clear and accurate representations and depictions of what I observed because of the
recordings and not seeing actual events. Third, for the purpose of my study was having a time
boundary. Consequently, this study was limited because I collected data toward the end of the
school year where schools are wrapping things up.
The last limitation included my familiarity with character education and research bias.
Due to this relationship of knowing about moral character implemented in this district, I
provided opportunities for the participants to check for accuracy of their answers to ensure any
potential research bias would not occur. Additionally, I reassured the participants that their
responses would remain confidential. I did not want a situation to arise where a participant
wondered if I would share negative information with other principals, which could in turn affect
the school’s reputation, and so participants did not hesitate sharing negative experiences. Having
a responsibility to scholarship by being truthful and being accountable for one’s own work,
ensuring participant confidentiality will help in avoiding bias and conducting research ethically
(Yin, 2014).
Recommendations for Future Research
This study offers recommendations for future research and shows implications for policy
and practice. It is this combined evidence from research that shows both the need and support for
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character education. The gaps in the literature necessitate further research to identify school
administrators’ beliefs and practices associated with effective character education programs since
they are the firsthand professionals who are tasked with implementing and monitoring character
education programming. The results of this study may therefore shed much-needed light on the
area of moral character development and principals in elementary school, including if principals’
sensemaking affect the implementation of their school program if they are not implemented
using various moral character development programs. Furthermore, this information can be used
to develop new policies or approaches for moral development school programs that principals
can implement.
The findings from this study may offer newer insights into moral character development
programs, which in turn, may help superintendents, and policymakers with information on moral
character development programs to help them better integrate more effective school programs
that can help make a difference in students’ lives. Furthermore, this was important so that
Midwestern school districts can consider promoting moral character development programs that
work. It would be useful to see the experiences of principals implementing moral character
development in rural areas. Since public school in rural demographic areas is much smaller, the
effectiveness of moral character development programs may look differently. Additionally, it
would be useful for principals to explore other moral character development programs principals
are implementing in their schools presented in other empirical research studies.
The teaching of moral character development has been a debatable and controversial
topic for centuries, and the implementation of such programs over the years have all seen
challenges and had varied success from parental complaints to impressive results teaching
character traits in elementary schools. Therefore, the argument for this topic was important not
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only among elementary principals, but for secondary and higher education school administrators
to understand how moral character development may influence students into their adulthood.
Future studies could also employ phenomenology research to describe the essence of
personal stories and experiences from participants. Although this study employed observations as
a third form of data collection, focus groups would be ideal to capture the experiences of
multiple realities and differing viewpoints, which in turn may generate multiple ideas. Future
recommendations would be to examine moral character development programs in Christian and
private schools. Future studies should also seek to understand if moral character development
programs were taught mainly through hidden curricula that demonstrated values being
intentionally embedded and if character traits were explicitly written or unwritten in schools.
This concept gives us a complete overview to compare research results more thoroughly.
Conclusion
This study advanced principal’s sensemaking toward implementing an effective more
character development program and curriculum in elementary schools. This study was conducted
using semi-structured interviews, disciplinary reviews, and lesson plans, along with policy pieces
from the Website. Participants included ten school administrators (four principals, five viceprincipals, and one coordinator of guidance & CE). Each participant worked in the schools for at
least one full academic school year and had experienced implementing moral character
development in their schools. Using Weick’s (1995) sensemaking theory and Kohlberg’s (1971)
moral development theory, I examined principals’ sensemaking toward implementing an
effective moral character development program in elementary schools. The findings indicated
that the use of core values, navigating well-designed school programs, setting behavioral goals to
help develop the whole child, student leaders, and assessed students’ service learning
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experiences were all significant factors in developing effective moral character school programs
that promote positive student behaviors. Additionally, principals who supported their staff and
students while acting as facilitator could provide better quality programming as they allowed
others to help make decisions on the programs implemented in their schools.
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APPENDICES
APPENDICE A: IRB APPROVAL LETTER
March 10, 2022
Kimberly Starks
Patricia Ferrin
Re: IRB Exemption - IRB-FY21-22-588 A Multiple Case Study of Principals' Sensemaking
Toward Implementing Moral Character Development in Elementary Schools
Dear Kimberly Starks, Patricia Ferrin,
The Liberty University Institutional Review Board (IRB) has reviewed your application in
accordance with the Office for Human Research Protections (OHRP) and Food and Drug
Administration (FDA) regulations and finds your study to be exempt from further IRB review.
This means you may begin your research with the data safeguarding methods mentioned in
your approved application, and no further IRB oversight is required.
Your study falls under the following exemption category, which identifies specific situations
in which human participants research is exempt from the policy set forth in 45 CFR
46:104(d):
Category 2.(iii). Research that only includes interactions involving educational tests
(cognitive, diagnostic, aptitude, achievement), survey procedures, interview procedures, or
observation of public behavior (including visual or auditory recording) if at least one of the
following criteria is met:
The information obtained is recorded by the investigator in such a manner that the identity
of the human subjects can readily be ascertained, directly or through identifiers linked to
the subjects, and an IRB conducts a limited IRB review to make the determination required
by §46.111(a)(7).
Your stamped consent form(s) and final versions of your study documents can be
found under the Attachments tab within the Submission Details section of your study
on Cayuse IRB. Your stamped consent form(s) should be copied and used to gain the
consent of your research participants. If you plan to provide your consent information
electronically, the contents of the attached consent document(s) should be made available
without alteration.
Please note that this exemption only applies to your current research application, and any
modifications to your protocol must be reported to the Liberty University IRB for verification
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of continued exemption status. You may report these changes by completing a modification
submission through your Cayuse IRB account.
If you have any questions about this exemption or need assistance in determining whether
possible modifications to your protocol would change your exemption status, please email
us at irb@liberty.edu.
Sincerely,
G. Michele Baker, MA, CIP
Administrative Chair of Institutional Research
Research Ethics Office
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APPENDIX B: PARTICIPANT RECUITMENT EMAIL
Dear Principal/Vice-Principal:
As a graduate student in the School of Education at Liberty University, I am conducting research
to better understand how elementary principals’ make sense of implementing their moral
character development program. The purpose of my research is to investigate how elementary
principals perceive their character development program as essential and effective in their
schools, and I am writing to invite eligible participants to join my study.
Participants must be an elementary principal or vice principal who has worked for at least one
year at an elementary school. Participants, if willing, will be asked to complete an audio or video
recorded interview in-person or via Zoom for approximately 30 minutes to 1 hour. In addition,
they will be asked to provide a copy of their de-identified school disciplinary records and lesson
plans. Participants will be allowed to review their interview transcripts for accuracy. Names and
other identifying information will be requested as part of this study, but the information will
remain confidential. Additionally, I plan to observe and schedule one 20-30 minute virtual or inperson observation from your school during school hours, except for breakfast and lunchtime.

To participate, please contact me at krstarksberglund@liberty.edu to schedule an interview.
A consent document is attached to this email. The consent document contains additional
information about my research. If you choose to participate, you will need to sign the consent
document and return it to me at the time of the interview.
Sincerely,
Kimberly Starks, Ed.S
A Multiple Case Study of Principals’ Sensemaking Toward Implementing Moral Character
Development in Elementary Schools”
krstarksberglund@liberty.edu
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APPENDIX C: INFORMED CONSENT
Title of the Project: A Multiple Case Study of Principals’ Sensemaking Toward Implementing
Moral Character Development in Elementary Schools
Principal Investigator: Kimberly Starks, Ph.D. Candidate, Liberty University
Invitation to be Part of a Research Study
You are invited to participate in a research study. To participate, you must be an elementary
principal or vice principal at an elementary school who has worked at the school for at least one
year. Taking part in this research project is voluntary.
Please take time to read this entire form and ask questions before deciding whether to take part in
this research.
What is the study about and why is it being done?
The purpose of the study is to understand how elementary school principals make sense of moral
character development in their schools. The study is being done to investigate principals’ views
regarding the implementation of moral character development in elementary schools.
What will happen if you take part in this study?
If you agree to be in this study, I will ask you to do the following things:
1. Complete an audio or video recorded interview in person or via Zoom. This interview
should take approximately 30 minutes to one hour to complete.
2. Provide a copy of your school disciplinary records and lesson plans. Names and other
identifying information will need to be removed from the disciplinary records prior to
providing them to me.
3. The transcripts will be returned to participants to check for accuracy.
4. I plan to observe and schedule one 20-30 minute virtual or in-person observation from
your school during school hours, except for breakfast and lunchtime.
How could you or others benefit from this study?
Participants should not expect to receive a direct benefit from taking part in this study.
The benefits to society include developing positive character traits that will help our youth and
younger generation be productive citizens in our society.
What risks might you experience from being in this study?
The risks involved in this study are minimal, which means they are equal to the risks you would
encounter in everyday life.
How will personal information be protected?
The records of this study will be kept private. Published reports will not include any
information that will make it possible to identify a subject. Research records will be stored
securely, and only the researcher will have access to the records. Data collected from you may be
shared for use in future research studies or with other researchers. If data collected from you is
shared, any
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information that could identify you, if applicable, will be removed before the data is shared.





Participant responses will be kept confidential through the use of pseudonyms. Interviews
will be conducted in a location where others will not easily overhear the conversation.
Data will be stored on a password-locked computer and may be used in future
presentations. After three years, all electronic records will be deleted.
Interviews will be recorded and transcribed. Recordings will be stored on a password
locked computer for three years and then erased. Only the researcher will have access to
these recordings.
Students will not be observed in the classrooms nor video recorded if observing via
Zoom.
Is study participation voluntary?
Participation in this study is voluntary. Your decision whether to participate will not
affect your current or future relations with Liberty University or Parkway School District
schools. If you decide to participate, you are free to not answer any question or withdraw
at any time without affecting those relationships.
What should you do if you decide to withdraw from the study?
If you choose to withdraw from the study, please contact the researcher at the email
address included in the next paragraph. Should you choose to withdraw, data collected
from you will be destroyed immediately and will not be included in this study.
Whom do you contact if you have questions or concerns about the study?
The researcher conducting this study is Kimberly Starks. You may ask any questions you
have now. If you have questions later, you are encouraged to contact her at
krstarksberglund@liberty.edu. You may also contact the researcher’s faculty sponsor, Dr.
Patricia Ferrin, at paferrin@liberty.edu
Whom do you contact if you have questions about your rights as a research
participant?
If you have any questions or concerns regarding this study and would like to talk to
someone other than the researcher, you are encouraged to contact the Institutional
Review Board, 1971 University Blvd., Green Hall Ste. 2845, Lynchburg, VA 24515 or
email at irb@liberty.edu
Disclaimer: The Institutional Review Board (IRB) is tasked with ensuring that human
subjects research will be conducted in an ethical manner as defined and required by
federal regulations. The topics covered and viewpoints expressed or alluded to by student
and faculty researchers are those of the researchers and do not necessarily reflect the
official policies or positions of Liberty University.
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Your Consent
By signing this document, you are agreeing to be in this study. Make sure you understand what
the study is about before you sign. You will be given a copy of this document for your records.
The researcher will keep a copy with the study records. If you have any questions about the study
after you sign this document, you can contact the study team using the information provided
above.
I have read and understood the above information. I have asked questions and have received
answers. I consent to participate in the study.
The researcher has my permission to audio or video record me as part of my participation in
this study.
Printed Subject Name
Signature & Date



158


APPENDIX D: INTERVIEW PROTOCOL
1. How would you define moral character development?
2. How important are school programs that teach about moral character?
3. Tell me about the school program you are currently implementing.
4. How do you perceive the program you have implemented?
5. Should schools be responsible for teaching moral character to their students? Please
explain your reasoning?
6. Do you think that there is a proper emphasis placed on moral character development in
contrast to that of standard subjects, and why or why not?
7. What connections do you see between moral character development and behavioral
issues you are currently observing?
8. What components of your school program do you view as essential?
9. What components of moral character do you see as missing in your school program?
10. What components do you see as underemphasized in your school program?
11. How important is your role as an elementary principal in implementing these types of
school programs?
12. What do you perceive that can be done to create better school programs that teach about
moral character development?
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APPENDIX E: OBSERVATION PROTOCOL
Observation Protocol
Date and Time: 4/22/22, 4/26/22
Length of all videos: 1 hour and 55 minutes
Setting: School sites
Location: Virtual
Purpose: The purpose of observing was to understand the cases’ context and the phenomenon
of moral character development and for instructional evidence.
Sites:
Observation
Site 1
Students shared what is caring, caring for one another, and helping
each other. (Caring)
Harding Elementary
Core values displayed reading responsibility. Overheard a teacher
say, “If we all cared for each other just makes an effort not only in
our school but our country as a whole.
Gymnasium had sharing stations set up.
Be Kind poster displayed.
Leadership roles displayed in the classroom (Lunch Leader)
Lesson include classroom norms and expectations.
Site 2
Kingdom Elementary

Site 3

Strand Lussier
Elementary



Curriculum material on teacher’s desk but could not see the lessons.

Hallway posters displayed “Build Habits at Home.” (evidence of
moral character development and core values)
Overheard the words – work hard. (Perserverance)
First and second graders overheard singing a song about following
the 7 habits.
Student compliments written on walls.
Various poster boards around the room showing these compliments.
Buddy classes.
Notes to peers saying something kind.
Poster displayed that read “We show great bee-havior located in the
school’s library.
Let Peace begin with us poster.
Field area shown where students cleaned up (responsibility).
Flags that represents different countries from around the world
displayed in the hallway.
Poster board of the word respect crafted by either a teacher or
student.
There were three smaller posters where on read “Treat others the way
you’d want to be treated.” This would hard to see on video but I was
familiar with this saying.
Picked up litter for Earth day (responsibility)
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Other instances of
observations not
directly related to
particular school.



One class earned a glow party by completing tasks related to their
core values.
Saw math strategies char posted on the wall but did not reveal any
lessons of moral character development.
Noticed a poster board on the wall that displayed one student named
“Respectful leader” and the other student named “Caring Leader”
Fifth graders worked on identifying character conflict in the stories
they read.
Overheard “Using character and making sure all teachers are on the
same page,” “Teachers are responsible for subject areas and character
education which is an outcome directly to the content areas is a won
win,” “defines what is being a good person,”
Observed an entire wall of moral character lessons showing Covey’s
7 habits (Leader in Me).
Noticed poster displaying “Who is responsible for?
Teachers keeps track of student goals for responsible, promoting
compassion, service-learning, and sharing.
Posters on character displayed in offices.
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APPENDIX F: SAMPLE TRANSCRIPTS
Sample Transcript 1
15:02:45 How would you define moral character, development, moral character, development?
Yeah.
15:02:54 You know I I generally like? what i'm speaking to I guess lay people, and they're all
kind of like, What do you do, or what are the goals of character?
15:03:04 Education I think about, or I usually say, to them it's that schools public schools have a
responsibility not only to teach kids to be smart people, but to be good people.
15:03:22 And I think that then speaks to their ability to be a contributing citizen.
15:03:30 And generally you know someone you'd want as your neighbor, someone you'd want,
maybe taking care of you if you were in the hospital, or in a nursing home, or something of that.
15:03:39 Nature. So really, I guess if I was gonna go more simply you know, moral character
would be, you know, helping kids to be good people.
15:03:53 Important for our school programs that teach about moral character development.
15:03:58 I mean to me in my opinion I mean i'm a skewed biased person that you're asking.
15:04:04 But it's vital, you know I I think of and we reference often in our school district that
quote from Martin Luther King, that if you and I remember i'm forgetting the exact but it's if you
15:04:14 educate a person in mind and not in morals. You educated a menace to society.
15:04:21 And so again, if we're teaching them to be intelligent we've got to also teach them to do
good things with that intelligence.
15:04:29 So I think it's vital I don't think you can do one with without the other.
15:04:33 You know, I also, and we in our school district really believe that that good education
is character.
15:04:37 Education is rural education. Kids are gonna be more engaged they're going to feel like
they belong.
15:04:45 They're going to contribute more if they feel welcomed if they feel like if we're doing
this job right? It's getting at both like kids are gonna be more engaged.
15:05:01 If we're doing character education Well, so I don't believe it's separate than academic.
15:05:03 I think it's it's only enhances the academic, and oftentimes we say like it is the place
like it is the thing that we should do. first Tell me about the program.
15:05:17 Your school district is currently implementing. Sure, we have so I mean we follow
really character orgs, 11 principles of character education, and that's kind of the main structure
we use.
15:05:34 We also use, and it's not exactly character education but it has to do with character.
15:05:39 Ed, which would be leader in me, which kind of gets out some of those performance
values.
15:05:47 And we also use which again, not the exact same thing.
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Sample Transcript 2
08:05:13 How would you define moral character development? How would I define moral
character?
08:05:20 Development. Well, I I mean for me moral character has a lot to do with their they're
character and character education. so I think that it's important to start at a very young age.
08:05:32 I think it's important to talk. about kindness and empathy and love and caring, and and
the qualities that we want to see in our kids and in our population.
08:05:41 I think that it needs to happen it can't just happen in one space.
08:05:44 It needs to happen in all spaces that needs to happen at home.
08:05:49 It needs to happen at school, and needs to happen in the grocery store Right?
08:05:53 That the those real-world situations where we can develop kids in the moment.
08:05:58 Are vital. but I also think that every interaction with kids in that regard is a learning to
learn opportunity right.
08:06:09 And so we need to take all those opportunities to help mold and shape our kids to be
the best versions of themselves to be.
08:06:17 It was morally and ethically sound humans that will be running our world later.
08:06:27 Okay, how important are school programs that teach about moral character. Well, I
think that they're very important.
08:06:35 I mean I would say that they're essential in schools Now that character education piece
is something that you can't you can't. I mean one of the things that we've learned in education.
08:06:46 Is you can't teach kids in isolation you can't teach math in isolation.
08:06:50 You I mean you can but the transfer is much harder and so when you're giving kids and
you're working to develop the whole child, that's a huge piece of who they are, and the character
that they becoming the kind of person, that
08:07:02 they become, and so I would say that it's a vital piece, and it's necessary in our schools.
08:07:09 Now tell me about the school program you are currently implementing.
08:07:14 So at bears we previously this is only my second year here, there. it's Previously they
were a leader in me school, and that's kind of where they focus their efforts on developing kids
character.
08:07:30 And morals and they were. They did a great job with it.
08:07:34 And then last year, when Dr. Priscilla kind of took over, we kind of surveyed the staff
of the staff has kind of had that feeling of that.
08:07:42 They had kind of tapped out that program to the best of their ability, Right? They had
done it well.
08:07:46 They had been named a leader in me school and the national leader in me school and
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APPENDIX G: PARTICIPANT RECRUITMENT LIST

Elementary
School
Harding
Elementary

Principals/VicePrincipals
Mary

Contact Dates
3/18/22 – 3/30/22

Yes or No
M –YES
D - YES

Date and Time
Mary 4/6
8-8:44 AM

Dena
4/21/22

Kingdom
Elementary

Esther
Grace

AB
Elementary

A
B

CD
Elementary

C
D

EF
Elementary

E
F

GH
Elementary

G
H

Strand Lussier Ruth
Elementary
Paul

Dena 4/7
8-18 AM

3/18/22 – 3/30/22
3/31 (left voicemail
-emailed G using
her personal email)

E –YES
G- YES

3/18/22 – 3/30/22
3/31 (left voicemail
for both)
4/4/22 No response
3/18/22
4/4/22 (waiting on
return call)
4/7/22 emailed
No response
3/18/22
3/31 (left
voicemail)
No response
3/18/22 – 3/30/22
3/31 (left voicemail
for both)
4/4/22 (waiting)
Declined
3/18/22 – 3/30/22
4/7/22 Called and
emailed (waiting)
Responded

A- No
response
B- NR

4/2/22
4/4/22 (waiting on
returned call)

I –NR
J- NR

Grace 4/22
11:36 AM

C – NR
D- NR

E – NR
F- NR

G– NR
H- Declined

H 4/12 Decided
not to participate

R- YES
P- YES
I- YES

Ruth
5 PM
Paul 4/13
8:29 AM
Imani 5/2
10:05 AM

Imani
IJ Elementary



I
J

Esther 4/12
9:38 AM

164


Omega
Elementary

Joy
Candace

K Elementary

K

LM
Elementary

L
M

Student
Services



4/2/22
4/18/22 (left
message)
4/21 (waiting on
callback)
4/25/22
4/2/22
4/13 spoke to K call
back 4/25/22 (not
needed)
4/2/22
4/13/22
4/4/22

Brianna

J- YES

Joy 4/28
6:09 PM

C- YES
Candace 4/6
Noon – 12:18
PM
K –Recruited
a participant
before K
L –NR
M- NR
B - YES

Brianna 4/11
3 PM-3:19 PM

